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Although the historical connection between fantasy fiction and role-playing games is well-acknowledged, little
scholarship exists examining how the formal conventions of fantasy live on within the medium of role-playing
games. This thesis utilizes role-playing game studies and fantasy studies to find one such point of connection:
that both role-playing games and the fantasy fiction from which they emerged are both defined by specific
strategies of reader (or player) positioning, and the portrayal of specific kinds of vision into the fantasy world.
This thesis examines Bioware's Dragon Age: Origins is as a case study of this, and uses methods of
transmedial narratology to examine how the game positions its player in relation to the player character, the
game-world, and other in-game texts.

The conclusion emerges that the strategies of positioning used in Dragon Age: Origins are in
some ways very similar to those found in quest fantasy narratives, in which the player (or reader) travels
through a world alongside a protagonist, with an ostensibly omniscient narrative voice explaining the foreign
world to both the player and protagonist simultaneously. However, it also becomes evident that Dragon Age:
Origins also subverts and redefines the conventions of quest fantasy. Familiar fantasy tropes, like the all-
knowing scroll and the wise guide, appear, but the absoluteness of their knowledge is problematized
throughout the game. Rather than delivering a singular, unified view of the fantasy world, Dragon Age: Origins
instead conveys a worldview which is necessarily incomplete and partial, which rises to the level of thematic
significance.
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Vaikka roolipelitutkimus huomioikin roolipelien juuret fantasiakirjallisuudessa, on olemassa yllattdvan vahan
tutkimusta siitd, miten fantasiakirjallisuuden muotokonventiot ovat muovanneet roolipeleja. Fantasia
ymmarretdan yleensa vain jaettuina teemoina ja kuvastona. Tama tutkielma tutkii yhta roolipelitutkimuksen ja
fantasiatutkimuksen valistd narratologista yhtenevaisyyskohtaa: seka roolipelit etta fantasiakirjallisuus vaativat
toimiakseen tietynlaisia lukijapositioita, ja antavat lukijalle spesifisti rajattuja nakékulmia fantasiamaailmaan.
Tutkielma keskittyy tutkimaan sita, millaisia pelaajapositioinnin strategioita on l16ydettavissa Biowaren Dragon
Age: Origins -pelissa, soveltaen yhteen fantasiatutkimuksen, roolipelitutkimuksen seka transmediaalisen
narratologian teoriapohjaa.

Kay ilmi, ettd Dragon Age: Originsin lukijapositiointi on hyvin samankaltaista kuin
seikkailufantasialle yleinen lukijapositiointi, jossa lukija kulkee tarinan lapi yhtd matkaa tarinan keskiossa
olevan paahenkilon kanssa. Samalla maailmaa selittad kaikkitietava kertojaentiteetti. Dragon Age: Origins
kuitenkin myds uudentaa ja uudelleenmaérittdd seikkailufantasian positiointikonventioita interaktiiviseen
median sopiviksi. Fantasiakirjallisuudessa tyypillisesti absoluuttisen uskottavat Iahteet, kuten vanhat tekstit ja
paahenkildd maailman lapi ohjaava mentorihahmo, kyseenalaistetaan. Kaikkitietavasti selitetyn, selkean
maailmankuvan sijasta peli valittdakin kuvan maailmasta, joka on aina puutteellinen ja riippuvainen kokevien
ja selittdvien hahmojen yksildllisista tarkastelundkdkulmista. Tama puutteellisuus ja mailman
yksinkertaistamisen mahdottomuus nousevat pelissa keskeiseksi teemaksi.
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1. Introduction

Role playing games (RPGs) trace their origin to Dungeons & Dragons, which Jon Peterson
identifies as the product of “two key precursors: a wargaming tradition of conflict simulation games
and a genre of immersive fantastic literature.” (Zagal and Deterding 55) Today, the RPG genre
contains some of the most popular contemporary fantasy narratives. However, there remains a
disconnect between the study of RPGs and the study of fantasy fiction. While fantasy criticism
acknowledges RPGs as the progeny of fantasy, it operates chiefly within the bounds of written
fantasy fiction. Neither does the field of RPG studies manage to fully engage with the fantasy
origins of RPGs. For example, Joshua Call, Katie Whitlock and Gerald Voorhees, while they
acknowledge that a game’s “thematic — whether it is fantasy, science-fiction, steampunk, or
historical — will undoubtedly influence the discursive framing of game structures”, they ultimately
arrive at the unsatisfying conclusion that “the tropes that circulate across RPGs [...] are ludic.” (18)
In other words, while the historical line connecting fantasy and RPG is observed, and their shared
subject matter is acknowledged, little work exists which examines #ow exactly this connection has

informed the RPG genre.

However, the fact remains that while RPGs are a genre in their own right, they are one that was not
only born from fantasy stories, but in a sense, for fantasy stories. In other words, the analytical
exclusion of fantasy as the progenitor of the RPG provides an incomplete image of how the genre
works and the kinds of stories it tells. As Sergej Todorov asserts, “to dismiss genre is no less than
to claim that ‘a [particular] literary work does not bear any relationship to already existing
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works.””(Rayment 12-13) This thesis argues that the relationship between fantasy literature and
RPGs is deeper than a mere discursive framing: it also extends to the forms and mechanics that

define RPGs, and the storytelling mechanisms of fantasy are reproduced and reconfigured in RPGs.



One particular site of analogy between fantasy and RPG is vision. In Rhetorics of Fantasy, Farah
Mendlesohn argues that “the core rhetorical strategy of fantasy” is that it “is constructed with
precision through point of view. Like a perspective puzzle, if the reader stands in ‘the wrong place,’
the image/experience will not resolve.” (xviii) Similarly, Andrew Rayment argues that the
representative power of fantasy arises from its ability to present a “parallax view [...] The
displacement of that which is observed through the shifting of its position against a background to
create new lines of sight, new meanings.” (25) These propositions are particularly salient in terms
of RPGs, because the positioning of the player into a particular set of eyes - the playing of a role - is
the defining element of RPGs as well. Essentially, to roleplay is “to take up an ideology located in
some relationship to the narrative and context surrounding it” (Henrikson qtd in Call et. al. 16) - to
view the world from a particular perspective. In other words, RPGs and fantasy both necessitate,

and are defined by, specific strategies of reader (or player) positioning and directing of sight.

This thesis uses Bioware’s Dragon Age: Origins (2009) as a case study to examine the relationship
between fantasy and RPG that is born of their common roots, particularly in light of Farah
Mendlesohn’s theorization of the rhetorics of quest fantasy. Dragon Age: Origins has a very RPG-
traditional narrative, in which a protagonist of common origin undertakes a quest, traveling through
the fantasy world of Thedas to defeat the existential threat of Darkspawn. Dragon Age: Origins is a
particularly fruitful subject in terms of reader positioning because it creates a sense of focalization
in a way that is both outside the capacities of written fiction as well as fairly unique in the field of
RPGs: its titular origin system. The game offers six different character types, each of which begins
the game with a unique prelude or origin quest. The origin quest works as an RPG-typical tutorial,
which serves to both introduce the game mechanics as well as the game world. It also represents the
PC as a part of a specific community and illustrates the worldviews prevalent in that community,

and prompts the player to assess the PC’s own worldview in relation to that community through



dialogue. In other words, Dragon Age.: Origins’s tutorial not only introduces the game world, but

also teaches the player how to see the world through the PC’s eyes.

The first section of this thesis reviews the theoretical basis of video game narratology, and
negotiates a reading strategy which takes Dragon Age: Origins’s ludicity into account. The section
also analyzes the narrative configuration of the game in terms of interactive and non-interactive
modes of narration, and demonstrates how the functions of the interactive and non-interactive
modes are integral to the RPG genre, as well as highly analogous to Mendlesohn’s analysis of how
quest fantasy narratives work. The second section examines the origin system in detail, and
particularly how the dialogue sequences in it create a sense of internal focalization. The third
section examines two aspects of Dragon Age.: Origins’s non-interactive modes of narration: the
Codex, which is an archive of texts describing the game world, and the character Duncan, who
functions alternatingly as an extradiegetic and intradiegetic narrator. These two modes are analyzed
both in terms of their ludic functions and their relationship to the rhetorics of quest fantasy. Both
work to emphasize the sense of subjectivity and focalization created during the origin quest, and

draw attention to subjectivity as a greater theme in the game.

2. Video Games, Fantasy and Narrativity

2.1. Defining Narrativity and Interactivity

In the influential Narratology, Mieke Bal notes that what constitutes a ‘text’ is ultimately a matter
of definition, and while narratology mainly examines textual forms of encoding, other systems of
symbols may also be used to tell stories. (4-5) Nonetheless, narratology has traditionally
constrained itself to only the analysis of literary texts. This is the line of thought that Marie-Laure
Ryan reopens in Avatars of Story, in which she rejects the conception of narrative as an inherently
and strictly textual phenomenon, and argues for a vision of narrative as “a cognitive template”

(Avatars 184), which can be communicated also through non-textual semiotic systems. According



to Ryan, the fact that narratology does not (yet) possess the analytical tools to consider the
narrativity of new media, such as video games, does not preclude these new media having a
narrative quality, stating that ”if classical narratology fails the test of interactive textuality, this does
not necessarily mean that interactive textuality fails the test of narrativity. It rather means that

narratology must expand beyond its original territory.” (Avatars 98)

While narratology has historically confined its purview to textual media, the field of ludology has
equally resisted the expansion of narratological analysis to video games. A school of ludologists
have claimed that games are not inherently narrative, or even that they are inherently non-narrative,
as exemplified here by Greg Costikyan: “It’s not merely that games aren’t stories, and vice versa;
rather they are, in a sense, opposites.” (qtd. in Jara and Torner 274) Ryan presents a detailed
rebuttal of these positions, arguing that they are based on an arbitrarily narrow definition of
narrative, and motivated in significant measure by the political interest of legitimating game studies
as a self-sufficient academic field. (4vatars 181-203) However, while it is untrue that video games
are the antithesis of narrative, it is just as reductive to assert that they are only or chiefly narrative.
The reconciliatory position is that games are simultaneously both ludic and narrative. Games permit
flexible degrees of player engagement, and analytical engagement, with both and either of these
aspects. Although the angle of reading in this thesis is narratological and thematic, it is not a
blindness to Dragon Age: Origins’s ludic mechanisms - rather, the angle of approach is what Ryan
terms ““a functional ludo-narrativism” (Avatars 203), which allows for the examination of games as

narratives while remaining emphatically conscious of their inherent ludicity.

Video games are a complex, multi-modal storytelling medium, which Jara and Torner describe as
“superimposed layers of discourse and different instances of authorial control and agency.” (269)
Alongside interactive gameplay, games use various non-interactive textual and audiovisual modes,
such as menus, in-game texts, and cinematic cutscenes to deliver their narratives. Jara and Torner

note that game scholars sometimes understand the division between these as a division



between “‘ludic’ and ‘narrative’ phases of play”. (267) However, this terminology risks a
misapprehension of games as alternatingly ludic and narrative. The dividing line here is between
interactive and noninteractive, and that division does not coincide with a clean separation of ludic
and narrative. Rather, the ludic and narrative aspects of games exist as one. In RPGs, much of what
constitutes a plot - characters moving from place to place, interacting with each other and their
environment, and even dialogue - is represented within and through the ludic ruleset. Along the
lines of Richard Aczel’s abstract definition of “narrator”, which holds that its essential features are
“the selection, organization, and (re)presentation of elements of the storyworld” (Transmedial
Narratology 139), the interactive space of Dragon Age: Origins will here be considered a level of
narration in its own right. While RPGs use non-interactive elements to provide critical context and
meaning to elements in the interactive space, the interactive space is equally capable of
representation, and the meaningfulness of non-interactive elements is dependent on being affixed
into that interactive space. The synthesis of both the interactive and non-interactive modes of

narration is required for Dragon Age: Origins’s narrative to have coherence.

2.2. Modes of Narration in Dragon Age: Origins

This division between interactive and non-interactive modes of narration strongly resembles what
Farah Mendlesohn asserts to be the typical narrator structure of portal-quest fantasies: “There are
almost always two clearly identifiable narrators in the portal-quest fantasy: the narrator of the
microcosm (the world within a world) that we call the point of view character; and the narrator of
the macrocosm, she who “stories” the world for us.” (8) This is likely not mere coincidence, but
rather, a consequence of the fact that RPGs spring from the tradition of quest fantasy, and are
designed for telling quest fantasies. The following examines more closely how the interactive mode
reflects the narrative functionality of Mendlesohn’s point-of-view character, and the non-interactive

mode the macrocosmic narrator, respectively.



The very concept of RPGs necessitates that the gameplay experience be centered onto a character,
both in the ideological and visual senses, just as Mendlehson asserts that quest fantasy is. While
Henriksen defines roleplay as “through immersion into a role and the world of this role, is given the
opportunity to participate in and interact with the contents of this world” (qtd in Zagal and
Deterding 20), a similar position-taking occurs in quest fantasies, where according to Mendlesohn,
the reader is “tied to the protagonist and dependent upon the protagonist for explanation and
decoding.” In other words, whether the audience is conceptualized as tied to or immersed into a
specific character, this protagonist-centered narrative arrangement is as defining to quest fantasy as
it is to RPGs. The visual point of view in Dragon Age: Origins, as in many RPGs, is also tied to the
motions of the protagonist. So is the point of view in quest fantasy often delimited to that of the
main character, as per Mendlesohn: “we ride alongside the protagonist, hearing only what she hears,
seeing only what she sees; thus our protagonist [...] provides us with a guided tour of the

landscapes.” (xix)

Portal and quest narratives portray the motion of this character through a fantastical world, which is
simultaneously unknown to them and to the reader. Therefore a narrative presence is required which
has a degree of omniscience, which explains the world to both protagonist and reader.
Simultaneously, the information gained from this narrative presence is critical in moving the story
forwards. Speaking specifically of the non-interactive narrative elements of video games, Alice
Henton states that “Narratives imbue digital games with the trajectory that fuels gameplay” and that
the aim of the [non-interactive] narrative elements is to “create a compelling and immersive history
that is also a guideline for future actions.” (71) By comparison, Mendlesohn argues that “Portal
fantasies lead us gradually to the point where the protagonist knows his or her world enough to
change it and to enter into that world’s destiny.” In other words, both the portal-quest fantasy and
the RPG progress through a process of gradual acquisition of information, simultaneously for the

point-of-view character and the audience, and this information in turns drives the plot forwards. In



this sense, the non-interactive level of narration in video games like Dragon Age: Origins and

Mendlesohn’s proposed macrocosmic narrator are analogous in function.

3. Interactive Narration: Origin Quests and Internal Focalization

This section discusses the origin quests, and how they create a sense of focalization. Dragon Age:
Origins allows the player to choose between six different PC types: the Dalish Elf, the City Elf, the
Human Noble, the Dwarven Noble, the Dwarven Commoner, and the Mage. Each type of PC
begins the game with their corresponding origin quest - essentially, the game has six different
possible tutorial sequences, each of which introduces the world from a different angle. In addition
to the regular introductory functions of a tutorial, the origin quests represent the PC’s life before the
great adventures of a quest, and introduces the player to the PC’s home environment and societal
status. This environment presents a baseline worldview and its defining questions; through dialogue
sequences, the player is prompted to locate their PC’s worldview in context to that baseline. This
creates a defined sense of the PC’s worldview, or an internal focalization that persists even between

dialogue sequences.

It is common across all kinds of RPGs for character creation to include the determination of a
character’s background, including things like societal position and community of origin (Bowman
and Schrier 396-397), which in turn inform the character’s values, opinions and attitudes. As a rule,
these backstories describe events which have occurred before the game itself begins. Dragon Age:
Origins’s origin quests, by contrast, portray the PC’s backstory as a part of the game itself.
Typically RPGs also have one single tutorial sequence for all types of characters; having one for
each character type allows Dragon Age: Origins’s game world to be introduced from six distinct

angles.



3.1. Internal Focalization in Interactive Media

Before analyzing the mechanics of Dragon Age. Origins’s focalization, it must be noted that the
concept of focalization is not unproblematically applicable to non-textual media. Instead, a degree
of abstraction is required to allow for the discussion of focalization in non-textual circumstances.
The basic premise of this analysis is that although the interactive mode of narration of RPGs is
marked by an absence of a narratorial voice, it is not unmarked or neutral in its presentation. In an
analysis of Hamlet, Patrick Colm Hogan observes that although there is no narratorial voice present
in drama, there is still “a discourse, or a means of representing the storyworld.” (50) Video game
narratives can also be analyzed in terms of their discourses, including focalization. Jonne Arjoranta
proposes the term “embodied focalization” for discussing video games where “players are given
control of a character and a ‘physical perspective inside [its] body’ but simultaneously lack ‘access
to that character’s mental landscape’.” (qtd in Jara and Torner 278) However, as this section
demonstrates, that the lack of (direct) access to a PC’s internal states is not necessarily equal to the
absence of their internal states in the narrative. In other words, interactive narration can also imitate

the effect of internal focalization, in which “the focalizer’s mental states [...] work as some kind of a

Iter to the information that is being conveyed to the reader”. (Koppe 33)

Mieke Bal summarizes the questions of focalization as follows: “In a story, elements of the fabula
are therefore necessarily presented in a certain way. We are confronted with a vision of the fabula.
What is this vision like and where does it come from?” (145) Although Bal’s metaphor is visual, the
term focalization was specifically proposed by Gerard Genette to create a distance to terms such as
“point of view” or “perspective” due to their “too specifically visual connotations.” (qtd. in Jesch
and Stein 59) Focalization encompasses both the physical position of the perceiver in relation to the
object and the physical conditions that affect perception - obstacles, light, etc - as well as the
perceiver’s internal states which color those perceptions. (Bal 145) A satisfactory definition that

would describe all possible kinds of internal states may not be possible to find. Instead, this analysis



follows Tillman K&ppe’s logic, as he adopts an open list-form definition for discussing subjectivity
in media, which includes “beliefs, perceptions, fears, hopes, fantasies, etc.” - more concisely, “all

and only a person’s mental states.” (32)

Koppe also presents a rather far-abstracted, and therefore transmedially operant, description of
internal focalization as follows: “some person A tells something B from some person C’s point of
view such that, first, the instances of A and C need not be identical and, second, a passage of text
that is internally focalized expresses some person C’s subjectivity without necessarily involving a
description of C’s subjectivity” (31) In the case of Dragon Age: Origins’s dialogue interface, the
telling instance A is not a person nor is it equivalent to C (the PC), but rather, the intangible narrator
that arises from the ludic interaction. What is being told is what the PC says. The word
“description” may be slightly askew due to the fundamentally interactive nature of the exchange -
the subjectivity of the PC is not described o, but assessed and/or decided by the player - but
nonetheless, a sequence of dialogue is represented, in which sense of the PC’s subjectivity is
emphatically present. In this sense, Dragon Age: Origins’s dialogue system pulls the ludic narration

into internal focalization. The following section elaborates on how this sense of subjectivity arises.

3.2. The Origin Quest and Establishing Focalization

In Dragon Age: Origins, dialogue sequences are where the player has not necessarily access to, but
an opportunity to consider and determine the PC’s internal states. In the dialogue system, the player
is prompted to choose how the PC reacts from a preset list of possible responses. Some answers
grant gameplay boons, such as money or item rewards, but many do not, and whether they do is
often not indicated explicitly. In other words, although the dialogue interface is interactive, the ludic
ruleset of the game is rather absent in it, or at least a degree concealed. However, the player is not
expected to select their response randomly nor guess. Rather, there is another, invisible set of rules

which governs dialogue choices. Call et. al. state that “RPGs call for both dramatistic and
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mechanistic engagement” (18), and it is the dramatistic sensibility which moderates dialogue
choices. Alongside making progress towards completing quests and winning the game, RPGs
require the player to also manage the character as a character in the narrative sense (Call et. al. 15),
and direct them to act as an internally consistent, human-like entity. In this sense, RPG dialogue can
also be considered an instance of problem-solving, with the problem being “what would this

character do”.

The answer to the problem may be found by understanding the PC in terms of their internal states.
When the dramatistic rules of RPGs are engaged, the PC’s internal states are inferred, or decided,
by the player by understanding them as corresponding to the PC’s actions and utterances. In other
words, in dialogue, what the other person says causes some kind of reaction within the PC - they
have an opinion on the topic, they react emotionally, etc. - and on this basis the PC has something
motivating them to respond by saying one thing, and not another. This does not mean that there is a
simple one-to-one correspondence between the PC’s internal states and reactions, nor that this is the
only motivating factor. The player may direct their PC to say “well, that makes me sad” knowing
that that option will grant them a monetary reward. The player in this instance may even decide that
the PC is not genuinely sad, but in that case, the player may imagine another internal state which
might prompt such an utterance. For instance, they may explain this by deciding that the PC is also

vying for that same monetary reward, and lying or manipulating to get it.

During the origin quest, the player can engage in various dialogue sequences which concern the
attitudes, values and worldviews prevalent in their community. For instance, the Mage may find
themself debating the matter of whether mages are too dangerous to live free in society, and
whether that takes primacy over their right to liberty. During these sequences, the player must
assess the PC’s internal philosophy on the matter. The Human Noble, on the other hand, has many
opportunities to choose between responding with a dignified, noble tone or a humorous or

rebellious one. This in turn means the player must determine whether the PC wants to conform to
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the demands of their noble status or oppose them, which reflects the degree to which they value
their status or feel imprisoned by the strict behavioral rules it imposes. The Dalish Elf’s quest
begins with the player having to choose whether to kill or scare away a group of humans who have
wandered too close to the Dalish camp in the woods. This scene demonstrates the inherent distrust
and violence between humans and the Dalish, and the player evaluates how intensely the PC feels

that distrust, and how freely they would engage in violence.

Conversely, the way in which dialogue options are limited also delineates the kinds of states that are
possible for the PC to have. For example, when the Dwarf Commoner is berated by their alcoholic
mother, there is no option for them to answer with indifference, and certainly not positively. There
are complex and negative feelings in the relationship in any case, and the player can only choose
how the PC expresses them and deals with them. Similarly, when the Dalish Elf PC is asked to join
their clan’s storyteller in telling a fable of the elves’ lost glory, the player can choose between
options to tell the beginning of the tale, ask the storyteller to tell it instead, or tell a parodic version
of that tale instead. What the player cannot make the Dalish Elf say is “I don’t know the tale”.
Therefore the Dalish Elf’s subjectivity is limited - they are necessarily someone who does know the
tale. The player can only decide how they feel about it, and whether they want to participate in

telling it.

In conclusion, the dialogue interface requires the player to assess the PC’s subjectivity, and as such,
it creates a sense of internal focalization. This sense of focalization is not restricted to dialogue
sequences, but persists in between them. The PC is always located at the center of the screen,
constantly perceiving the world around them along with the player. Kdppe observes that
subjectivity can be expressed through context and repetition: once the reader knows something
about a character’s internal states, they can make inferences about them, even when they are not
explicitly expressed. (30) When the elements established in the origin quest recur later during

Dragon Age: Origins, we assume that the PC still feels the same way about them as they did
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previously - or alternately, that some process has happened inside the character’s mind which has
led them to change their mind. Therefore even in the situations where the PC’s subjective view of
the world is not brought to deliberate focus, it continues to be front and center in the interactive

narration.

4. Non-Interactive Narration

The previous section demonstrated the mechanics of how Dragon Age: Origins creates a sense of
focalization, with the PC as the focalizer. This section illustrates how Dragon Age: Origins’s non-
interactive modes of narration interact with the sense of subjectivity of that focalization, and
particularly how they emphasize the incompleteness and partiality of the PC as an observer. These
methods of focalizing and positioning are compared particularly to Mendlesohn’s theories of the
positionings inherent to quest fantasy as theorized by Mendlesohn, to illustrate the analogousness of
the two. It becomes evident that Dragon Age: Origins uses the tropes of quest fantasy effectively as
communicative devices, particularly in how the game challenges the kinds of simple, singular
vision usually found in quest fantasy. This creates an inherent incompleteness of vision which

transcends the interactive level, and also rises to a central role as a thematic element.

4.1. The Codex

The Codex is a collection of texts which explain Dragon Age: Origins’s game world and topics
such as “Magic and Religion”, “Culture and History” and “Books and Songs”, and also includes
ludically oriented text about game controls and quest objectives. The Codex comprises a matrix of
page-shaped buttons, each of which can be clicked to open its corresponding Codex entry. The
Codex begins nearly empty, and is filled as texts are discovered during gameplay in the form of
books picked up from bookshelves or during dialogue sequences. The Codex is very large in scope,

containing hundreds of short text snippets, and the main source of detailed information for the
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player. The discovery of such texts is a common fantasy trope, as described here by Diana Wynne

Jones:

“Scrolls are important sources of information about either history or magic, and are only to
be found jealously guarded in a monastery or temple. You will usually have to steal your
copy. Against this inconvenience is the highly useful fact that the Information in the Scroll
will be wholly correct. There is, for some reason, no such thing as a lying, mistaken or

inaccurate Scroll.” (qtd in Mendlesohn 15)

According to Henton, the Codex is structured as a database or archive, which is a typical
information structure for games. (66-67) In other words, the Codex is the fantasy narrative trope
‘scroll’ arranged into the gamic information structure of an archive. The Codex presents a
subversion of a rhetoric that Mendlesohn asserts to be intrinsic to the quest fantasy: “a denial of
what history is. In the quest and portal fantasies, history is inarguable, it is “the past.” In making the
past “storyable,” the rhetorical demands of the portal-quest fantasy deny the notion of ‘history as

299

argument’”. (5) What makes the Codex interesting is specifically its emphasis on its polyphony,

which reinforces the arguable nature of history.

A majority of the Codex texts are indicated as snippets of diegetic books and the work of diegetic
authors, such as “Ferelden: History and Folklore” by “Sister Petrine, Chantry Scholar” or “As told
by Gisharel, Keeper of the Ralaferin clan [of Dalish elves]”. While the origin quest presents the
world through the PC’s point of evaluation, the Codex texts present their informational content
through these characters’ points of evaluation. The Chantry and the Ralaferin clan are both
examples of communities with distinct worldviews and values - the Chantry is the game world’s
Catholic Church equivalent, while the Dalish Elves are a historically repressed, nomadic group with
a mutually distrustful and often violent relationship with the rest of society - and the way these

color the informational content is explicitly emphasized. The emphasis on the writtenness of
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knowledge also highlights the humanness (or elvenness, etc.) of its writers. In Dragon Age: Origins,
there in fact are lying, mistaken or inaccurate scrolls. While Mendlesohn asserts that “the found
document is in the chair relating the club story; either all of it is correct, or none of it is” (14-15),
Dragon Age: Origins’s Codex allows the player to compare how information is presented and
evaluated between different sources, and through this, allows them to see how the diegetic writers’

perspectives fundamentally alter what information is related, and how.

During the origin quest, the Codex also contributes to the construction of the PC’s point of
evaluation. The choice of PC type determines which Codex entries are available initially. Each PC
gains access to those which discuss things relevant to their life - mages get texts about magic, elves
about elven things, etc. Although the Codex texts are explicitly told with the voices of characters
who are not the PC, they still demonstrate the kinds of things that the PC would know about the
world, and only those. Who speaks in a Codex text might be “Brother Genitivi, Chantry Scholar”,
but who sees is still the PC - functionally, Brother Genitivi is explaining the PC's pre-existing
knowledge, i.e. an aspect of their point of evaluation, to the player. The Codex’s explicit ideological
coloring also empowers it to illustrate a more holistic sense of the PC’s pre-existing knowledge. It
does not include, nor pretend to include, only “factual” knowledge of how the world is, but rather,
draws attention to the fact that all facts are presented through some discourse. Alongside informing
the player of what the PC knows, it also informs them about how the PC came to know this - the
ideologies which have played part in ordering and selecting that knowledge, and the values
imprinted into that knowledge. This also makes it apparent that the PC’s subjective, incomplete
vision of the world is not a failing on the PC’s (or the player’s) part, but rather, an intrinsic property

of every possible vision of the world.
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4.2. Duncan the Guide

Regardless of which origin is chosen, all of them end the same way: the PC leaves their home
environment with Duncan, the leader of the Grey Wardens. Duncan and the PC travel to the fortress
of Ostagar, where the PC is to join the Grey Wardens, and help them and the king’s army defeat the
emerging Darkspawn threat in glorious, short battle. According to Mendlesohn, “almost all portal
and quest fantasies use the figure of a guide to download information into the text.” (14) Duncan is
the closest to this kind of figure that Dragon Age.: Origins represents. Duncan is portrayed as a wise
and knowledgeable man, and a stable, singular world-interpreter in contrast to the near-chaotic
polyphony of the Codex. He leads the PC in multiple senses - physically, because the two travel
together; hierarchically, as the highest-ranked Grey Warden; ludically, as he gives the quest
objectives which drive the plot; and in the knowledge-giving sense. It is also Duncan’s voice that
appears as a voiceover in the game’s cinematic clips. Much in line with Mendlesohn’s idea of
“download[ing] information into the text” (13), Duncan’s voice relates the background of the
central conflict of the game: the origins of Darkspawn and the history of the Grey Wardens. In this
way, Duncan’s narrator position oscillates between the diegetic and extradiegetic, and his voice

plays the dual role of the PC’s mentor and of an ostensibly omniscient narrator.

However, in the great battle, the king’s army suffers unexpected losses, and the commander
Loghain Mac Tir calls a retreat. As a result, the king and Grey Wardens die - including Duncan.
The PC is left alone with the only other surviving Grey Warden, Alistair. However, Alistair is the
PC’s equal in rank, and portrayed as unsure and unknowledgeable, and therefore cannot fill the
guide-vacuum left by Duncan. Instead, he explicitly defers to the PC’s judgement. Momentarily, the
apostate witch Flemeth manifests a Duncan-like guiding wisdom, and directs the two to seek the
help of the Dalish Elves, Dwarves and Mages, i.e. toward the main quest of the game. After the two
depart Flemeth’s hut (with Flemeth’s daughter Morrigan), however, the PC becomes a sovereign,

guideless decision-make. Dragon Age: Origins also uses its multilinearity and interactivity to
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reinforce the uncertainty of this position. The various parts of the main quest can be completed in

any order, and also offer multiple solutions each, emphasizing the role of decision-making.

Shortly after this, a dialogue scene takes place where the PC, Alistair and Morrigan discuss which
part of the main quest should be pursued first. Alistair has been dependent on Duncan’s guidance
too, and Morrigan has rarely stepped foot outside her home in the bog before. They both present
their opinions if asked, but neither’s voice carries much authority. Simultaneously, the player is
solving the same problem on the ludic level, without much ludic guidance. This means that the
player and the PC are synchronously working with partial, incomplete information. Lucie Armitt
notes that epic fantasy often maps philosophical inquiries onto the physical landscape, and that
““Where are we going?’ ‘Why are we going there?’ ‘What are the consequences?’” can be “life
questions, applicable not just to individuals but communities, nations and across periods.” (90) The
in-game interactive map lies open, waiting for the player to select which destination to pursue first.
The question mapped onto it is, ‘how can we know where we should go?” When the PC’s point of
view is as fundamentally incomplete as anyone else’s, and everyone has their own subjective

opinion, how can we ever know what is the best course of action?

After his death, Duncan’s voiceover track also disappears from Dragon Age: Origins’s cinematic
sequences. The rest of the game’s cinematic scenes are presented without commentary or
interpretation. Many of them portray the political machinations of Loghain Mac Tir, as he attempts
to reunite Ferelden - unfortunately, by choosing the Grey Wardens (i.e. the PC) as a common
enemy. Mac Tir becomes the game’s secondary antagonist. However, without the decoding voice of
Duncan, Mac Tir’s moral status is ultimately left unclear. A voiceover would have the narrative
force to definitively paint Mac Tir as a power-mad, scheming traitor, or as the desperate but
tactically wise king regent attempting to save a dying nation. Dragon Age. Origins does not give
such an answer. Near the end of the game, the player is allowed the choice of executing Mac Tir or

sparing him, in which case he replaces Alistair as a companion. Another game might portray the
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opportunity to spare Mac Tir’s life as an opportunity for the PC to ‘turn evil’ - but in Dragon Age:
Origins, the absence of Duncan means the absence of any preset moral framework against which to
measure good and evil. While Mendlesohn states that the function of the guide is often “[to deny]
not only reader interpretation, but also that of the hero/protagonist” (7), the absence of Duncan’s
narration in the cinematics foregrounds the player and PC’s interpretations, and surrenders the
game’s ability to communicate any unified explanation of the world or the game’s events. The

burden of judging right from wrong is left to the PC.

5. Conclusion

Describing her magical shapeshifting ability, Morrigan says to the PC, “You look upon the world
around you and you think you know it well. I have smelled it as a wolf, listened as a cat, prowled
shadows that you never dreamed existed." In a way, this line encapsulates the core of Dragon Age:
Origins’s philosophy of sight. In Morrigan’s eyes, the PC’s worldview is lesser and more
incomplete than hers, because the PC lacks the ability to look at the world through the eyes of
another. There is also an element of metanarrative commentary here, that draws attention to the
thematic significance of the origin system: Any one PC cannot shift their shape - but the six
different PC types and their six different origins allow the player the ability to experience the game
through six different pairs of eyes. Dragon Age: Origins resists the concept of objective truth, and
instead shows that there is truth in every subjective perception. To understand the perspectives of

others is to better understand the world.

As this thesis has demonstrated, while Mendlesohn states that quest fantasy often “demands that we
accept the interpretation of the narrator, and the interpretive position of the hero* (5), Dragon Age:
Origins uses both its interactive and non-interactive narrative modes to subvert this. Instead,
Dragon Age: Origins uses a variety of interactive and non-interactive elements to foreground the

PC as the main decision-making, world-interpreting entity, while also emphasizing the
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incompleteness and subjectivity of their vision - and in fact, that of all vision. Dragon Age: Origins
communicates this not only through the mechanical features of an RPG and the thematic imagery of

fantasy, but rather, the forms and rhetorics of fantasy play a crucial part in it, as well.

The inheritance of fantasy in Dragon Age: Origins is evidently much more holistic than a mere
discursive framing. As described here, much of Dragon Age: Origins’s storytelling power arises
from the way it recreates, reconfigures and rejects the narrative forms and storytelling devices of
fantasy. This suggests the hypothesis that there might be an analogy inherent between the structures
of RPGs and those of quest fantasy on a larger scale, as well. The connection to fantasy seems to be
a fruitful angle of approach in the analysis of RPGs, and has the potential to critically elucidate our
understanding on why and how RPGs communicate. However, Dragon Age: Origins here remains
only a single case study in a wide and varied medium. Certainly there remains an open avenue of
exploration into other kinds of RPGs, and the variety of ways that RPGs employ the storytelling
mechanisms of fantasy, create different kinds of player-narrator positionings and use them to

discuss a variety of themes.



Bibliography

Armitt, Lucie. Fantasy. Routledge 2020.

Bal, Mieke. Narratology. University of Toronto Press 2014.

Bioware. Dragon Age: Origins. 2009. PC version.

Bowman, Sarah Lynne and Karen Schrier “Players and Their Characters in Role-Playing
Games”. Zagal and Deterding pp. 395-410.

Call, Joshua, Katie Whitlock and Gerald A. Voorhees, editors. Dungeons, Dragons and
Digital Denizens. Bloomsbury Academic and Professional 2012.

Henton, Alice. “Game and Narrative in Dragon Age: Origins: Playing the Archive in Digital
RPGs.” Call et. al. pp. 66-87.

Hogan, Patrick Colm. “Emplotting a Storyworld in Drama.” Ryan and Thon pp. 50-66.

Jara, David, and Evan Torner. “Literary Studies and Role-Playing Games.” Zagal and
Deterding pp. 265-282.

Koppe, Tillmann. “The Expression of Subjectivity in Fiction The Case of Internal
Focalization.” Thon and Reinerth, pp. 29-44.

Mendlesohn, Farah. Rhetorics of Fantasy. Wesleyan University Press 2008.

Jesch, Tatjana, and Malte Stein. “Perspectivization and Focalization: Two Concepts—One

Meaning? An Attempt at Conceptual Differentiation.” Point of View, Perspective, and

Focalization, edited by Peter Hithn, Wolf Schmid and Jorg Schonert. De Gruyter 2009.

Rayment, Andrew. Fantasy. Editions Rodopi B.V. 2014.

Ryan, Marie-Laure. Avatars of Story. University of Minnesota Press 2006.

Thon, Jan-Noél, and Maike Sarah Reinerth, editors. Subjectivity Across Media. Taylor &
Francis 2017.

Thon, Jan-Noél. Transmedial Narratology and Contemporary Media Culture. University of

Nebraska Press 2015.

19



Zagal, José Pablo, and Sebastian Deterding, editors. Role-Playing Game Studies. Routledge

2018.

20



