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Introduction 

This paper is a spin-off project of my research on literary games (Ensslin 2014), and it aims to look at 

some ways in which games as visual storytelling tools can be seen to gamify the Bildungsroman and its 

cognate forms. 

Literary games, as defined in Literary Gaming (Ensslin 2014), are a subsection of art games, i.e. games 

that play with rather than by the rules (Dragona 2010: 27), i.e. games that seek to subvert commercial 

game culture by pushing design boundaries and undermining stereotypical player expectations. Often 

they go as far as to challenge game-ness per se, with numerous players complaining that they aren’t 

really games because, for example, you can’t win, you can’t level up, or because there aren’t any real 

challenges or rules in them.  

Literary games, then, are games (mostly made by indie developers and/or digital poets and writers 

working in teams or individually) that not only play with the rules of AAA design, but they foreground 

language (i.e. verbal rather than pictorial or cinematographic language) as an expressive narrative or 

poetic mode of representation. In doing so, they juxtapose deep and hyperattention (Hayles 2007)  in 

productive and exploratory ways, confronting reader-players with sometimes difficult decisions as to 

how to manage their cortical priorities, or how to concentrate on close reading while, at the same time, 

trying to level up, dodge or beat the enemy. 

Examples of literary games as I’ve just defined them are poetry games such as Jason Nelson’s game, 

game, game and again game, Jim Andrews’ Arteroids, and Gamification Lab’s Boat for Two; Interactive 

Fictions such as Emily Short’s Galatea, Aaron Reed’s Blue Lacuna and Nick Montfort’s Ad Verbum, and 

literary-narrative games such as Tale of Tales’ The Path, Jonathan Blow’s Braid and Dreaming Methods’ 

WALLPAPER. 

That said, in the past the term “literary” or “poetic game” has been used a lot more broadly than the 

way I’ve just defined it – to describe games that allow a self-reflexive, meditative gaming experience and 

that meta-critically focus on the aesthetics of  game play – often without the use of any verbal language. 

For this conference I was asked to talk about visual storytelling in games more generally, so for 

convenience’s sake I will assume a rather more inclusive definition of literary games that captures both 

meanings: games that foreground verbal language for literary-ludic experiences, and avant-garde meta-

games that seek to create quasi-poetic, reflective and often medium-critical stances in players. 

Videogames typically situate the player in a heuristic, developmental function – to make progress and 

develop hand-eye-coordination skills to finally be able to beat the boss, to master the most difficult level 

or challenges, and/or indeed to beat all the other players and climb ranks in the leaderboard. In this 

paper I take a comparative approach and discuss three games that eponymously deal with the theme of 
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human development, or formation, through metaphors of spatial movement or directionality, where the 

games serve as allegories, or parables, of human development and maturation: Jason Rohrer’s Passage 

(2007), Tale of Tales’ The Path (2009), and thatgamecompany’s Journey (2012). 

These games feature three very different approaches to character formation over time, so in a bold 

move to examine the gamification of the Bildungsroman genre, I’ve picked a concept that is deeply 

anchored in literary studies. I’m well aware that blindly imposing literary studies concepts to 

videogames may well cause an outcry among some members of the games studies community, or at 

least some raised eyebrows, but I think in this particular case the games in question virtually call out for 

treatment along these conceptual lines.  

Hence, what I’m going to do in the remainder of this study is to bring together games studies with a field 

that we might tentatively call life formation studies. Life formation studies is essentially cross-media and 

a lot more inclusive than the genre term Bildungsroman, which evokes not only a specific national 

tradition (at least in its early literary history), but is deeply rooted in print culture and its specific 

affordances and constraints.  

“Gamification” as used in my title has a very specific meaning here, which differs from its commonly 

assumed educational, commercial or promotional connotations. Here I’m adopting Tanya Krzywinska’s 

(2015) definition, who has used the term to map out the structuralist essence of gothic games. 

Gamification for Krzywinska is a specific type of remediation, and studying gamification in this sense is 

“describing the process of adapting a text, activity, genre, mode or style into game form” (22) in the 

assumption that games “have the capacity to add a new dimension to [a specific type of] fiction’s 

arsenal of effects.” (22) What’s distinct about games, as opposed to print fiction or film, is what 

Krzywinska calls that all-important “experiential ‘doing’ element” (24), the fact that in order for any 

narrative or procedural rhetoric meaning to emerge, players have to make things happen in the game 

world, by navigating and interacting with various elements of the game world. 

Finally, in terms of analytical methodology, I’ll be adapting the toolkit of what I’ve called functional 

ludostylistics (Ensslin 2014), and in particular the ludosemiotic and ludonarrative drawers, which contain 

methods and concepts from multimodal analysis and game-specific narratology. The full toolkit 

comprises ludological, ludonarrative, ludosemiotic and medial features, which we may select from and 

combine to read and analyze ludic-literary hybrids in an attempt to show how the semiotic, media-

specific, ludological, narrative and procedural properties of a game work together to form an aesthetic 

whole that’s greater than the sum of its parts. What this paper aims to show partly is how the 

ludostylistic system is malleable enough to be applied to games that do not feature any significant 

element of foregrounded written or spoken language, although on a terminological level it may be more 

appropriate to be referring to functional ludonarratology (cf. Ryan’s [2006] functional ludonarrativism], 

due to the removed emphasis on verbal language as a literary medium. 

 

Bildungsroman vs. Life Formation Narratives 

Whilst this short paper cannot and does not aim to deliver a full-fledged typology of games that 

remediate the Bildungsroman, or the coming-of-age-story more generally, it offers some deliberations 

of what it is that games can contribute to perennial ontological and existentialist concerns such as 
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“What/Who made me become who I am?”, “What is my purpose in the world?”, and “Where am I 

going?”. After all, these deeply ingrained, human questions drive the attractiveness of “fictions of 

humanity” (cf. Beddow 1982) across media, and I’m going to look at them in terms of how they are built 

into the design of three games that feature very little or no verbal language at all yet still compellingly 

address the question of how we can play themes surrounding personal growth, formation of self, and 

spiritual development.  

Importantly, the formation of the reader alongside that of the hero is embedded in the theory of the 

Bildungsroman from the outset. As Karl Morgenstern, who coined the genre term, put it in his 1819 

lectures on Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Lehrjahre, the Bildungsroman “portrays the Bildung 

(apprenticeship) of the hero in its beginnings and growth to a certain stage of completeness; and also … 

furthers the reader’s Bildung to a much greater extent than any other” (qtd in Swales 1978: 12). Thus, 

the reader – and in our case the player – is inscribed, or coded, into the narrative as an inherently 

flawed, or incomplete novice, and her Bildung (in the sense of both operational skills and 

philosophical/spiritual awareness) develops alongside that of the protagonist, as she 

reads/peruses/interacts with the artefact in question.  

Another key observation is that the protagonist in the life formation narrative shouldn’t be seen in the 

sense of that of a conventional (auto-)biography, which tends to be about a specific, historical human 

being, but rather as a symbol of humanity more broadly. Furthermore, the life formation protagonist 

operates against the backdrop of a particular culture, society or media ecology and is therefore 

contextually bound in a complex network of coinciding circumstances, individuals and institutions. 

In the course of its development since late 18th century German Storm and Stress prose writing (think of 

Goethe’s prototypical Wilhelm Meister’s Lehrjahre), the Bildungsroman has proven to be a “notoriously 

slippery category” (Bolaki 2011: 10), i.e. a lot more elusive and malleable than its archetypal genre 

elements seemed to suggest. Indeed, as Stella Bolaki argues in Unsettling the Bildungsroman, we’re here 

dealing with a form “that can be detached from its initial context and used productively across different 

historical periods and cultures” (2011: 9). I hasten to add to this that the form can be used productively 

across different media as well, which Neal Grigsby (2007) has attempted under the more inclusive label 

of “narratives of adolescence”, in his Master’s thesis.   

At the heart of the Bildungsroman lies the protagonist’s educative journey, which helps them develop 

and complete (if there ever is such a thing as a complete character or identity) their spiritual and 

cognitive identity, as well as their knowledge and skills, through enlightenment of some sort. The 

journey confronts them with various – mostly social and societal – challenges, and their personalities 

grow through the errors they make and the (external and internal) corrections that follow. Whereas the 

first Bildungsromane subscribed to an essentially conservative world picture, where the hero had to 

adapt to society and willingly did so, in the 19th and 20th century the genre became a lot more 

subversive, exemplified by the hapless sexual transgressions featured in Madame Bovary and Anna 

Karenina. The 20th century increasingly saw a move away from the focus on the conflict between self 

and society, towards existentialism and a focus on the fragmented self (e.g. Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso 

Sea). In the second half of the 20th century the genre began to emphasize suppressed or sidelined 

narratives of marginalized groups of society, e.g. gay/lesbian (e.g. Jeanette Winterson’s Oranges Are Not 

the Only Fruit), non-white protagonists (e.g. Chinua Achebe’s Things Falling Apart), and the problematic 

idea of identity more generally (Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children). More generally, postmodernism 
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added its characteristic cynicism toward stable or fixed subjectivity. It thereby dealt a “serious 

ideological blow to the relevance of the Bildungsroman, but rather than dispense with the genre 

altogether, contemporary writers appear intent on redeveloping it for the twenty-first century” (Childs 

and Fowler 2006: 20). 

This redevelopment has spread across media and is increasingly inspiring digital media artists and game 

developers. As gamification expert Mathias Fuchs (2015) argues, “[t]he coverage of games across media 

sectors and social niches also makes them a super-medium, a medium that can easily adopt the styles 

and modes of predecessor media. Games can cannibalise sister media and pretend to be film, radio, 

narration, performance or sculpture. Games can adopt genres, or masquerade as medieval, futuristic, 

elegant, brutal or Gothic.” (7-8) By the same token, they can experiment and engage aesthetically with 

what may be the humanist essence of such deeply print-literary genres as the Bildungsroman and 

accentuate the active role the player takes in the emergence of philosophical thought through ergodic 

interaction. 

A key element of interactive narrativity in videogames is the idea of spatial development and 

exploration. Game worlds are there to be explored in order to create highly personalised player stories, 

and it is no coincidence that the Hero’s Journey, or various elements of Joseph Campbell’s (1949) 

monomyth (the ordinary world, the call to adventure, the ordeal, the reward, and the return with the 

elixir), have often been mapped onto videogame narrativity more generally (Ensslin 2011). In the three 

games under examination here, physical movement through space is used metaphorically to signify 

spiritual and cognitive development over time – so here the Bakhtinian chronotope, the time-space 

continuum familiar to us through the Bildungsroman and its related genres, the picaresque, romance, 

the travelogue and, not least, the actual European grand tour of the 18th/19th century poet and scholar, 

is mapped onto three very distinct imaginary worlds, which the player needs to explore for dually 

embedded maturation: that of the player-character(s), and symbolically that of her own. As previously 

mentioned, the player’s maturation is again to be dually conceived: on an operational level, by 

mastering the skills required to successfully complete the game (in different degrees of difficulty and 

abstraction), and the spiritual, philosophical meanings evoked by multisensory perception and kinetic 

gameplay. 

 

Passage – Path – Journey: Videogame Allegories of Life Formation 

This section examines how individual games deal with select aspects of the life formation theme, or 

“domain” (cf. Krzywinska 2015: 21) using various titular metaphors of movement through life as a 

walkable space in terms of both a temporal process and a narrow or confined corridor (Passage); a 

physical topographical feature designed for directed linear movement (The Path); and an act and result 

of travelling between places (Journey). 

Passage is an experimental single-player side-scroller indie PC-game, in which the player experiences 

the male avatar’s entire life story (or at least his progress from young adulthood to death) in about five 

minutes. Players navigate a highly view-restricted 2D, hyperpixelated maze using the arrow keys, and 

their main aim is to come through life with as many extra credits as possible, which are earned mostly 

by taking a wife and opening treasure chests. Rohrer himself refers to the game as a “memento mori” 

game, emphasizing the human and particularly social lessons to be learnt through the game’s procedural 
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rhetoric. Amongst them are for example that your focus, or outlook changes through life from a more 

future to a more past-centered vantage point. This is implemented multimodally through a shift in the 

positioning of the avatar (and thus the player’s focus) from the left to the right of the screen, thus 

symbolizing bibliocentrically (at least to the Western player) a move from beginning to end. This also 

implies that whatever else lies further to the right than the confines of the interface – the post-mortem 

future– is semiotically erased. A second procedural message is that committing to marriage or any other 

kind of life partnership brings with it advantages (credits) but also impediments (the maze becomes 

more difficult to navigate as a team of two) and tragedy, symbolized by the female companion’s sudden 

death and disappearance from the screen. Thirdly, the avatar’s pace slows down the further right he 

moves, evoking metonymically the tribulations of old age and reinforcing the carpe diem message 

inscribed in the game. Finally, the game does not have any victory conditions. It can only be replayed in 

numerous different variations, whereby the outcome remains the same. Permadeath is the inevitable 

outcome of playing Passage, and yet the game’s minimalist design inspires multiple replays on the 

player’s search for ludic and ludonarrative meaning. 

Whether or not Passage is a life formation game may be a moot question, as the game seems to focus 

more on the outcome rather than the process of going through life. Nor may the player feel greatly 

involved in a developmental process, since the game poses no major challenges other than on a 

metaphorical, philosophical and exploratory level. The title, however, emphasizes the importance of the 

process of, and the brevity of the gaming experience may be seen as foregrounding of a metaludic 

theme, that of teatrum mundi and its assumption that homo ludens lacks control over their life as a 

whole. Another metaludic explanation of the game’s surprising shortness is to see the player as an 

Iserian gap-filler, encouraging them subludically to bring their own life experiences to bear on the 

game’s narrativity. 

The Path is a “short 3D horror game” for PC and Mac by Tale of Tales. A transmediation of the Little Red 

Riding Hood myth, it focuses on the psychological repercussions of the life-decision errors made by its 

characters: there are six avatars to choose from rather than one whose development over time we may 

focus on. The six playable characters are sisters aged 9 to 19, who all have to meet their wolf in various 

different disguises in order for the player to succeed. The game’s title refers to a topographical element 

of the narrative setting, around which the only rule of the game is centered: “go to grandmother’s 

house, and stay on the path.” Hence, the path becomes the binary other, the thing to avoid, to deviate 

from, in order to educate oneself, or form one’s character. Incidentally, this is quite the opposite from 

the originary Bildungsroman idea of following a well-marked, right path, which is also present in 

Journey. And although each girl meets her downfall, their learning process and outcome are transfigured 

and represented summatively by the final character to play, the girl in white, who carries blood stains on 

her dress, indexing life’s stigmata. 

Developmental progress isn’t coded into one and the same character. Instead, players are given a sense 

of what the priorities and feelings of the girls are, through superimposed interior monologues. We do 

not learn exactly what happens to them when they meet their wolves, who appear in the form of the 

beast itself, but also natural powers, sexual attractions, drugs and even art as a form of distraction. But 

the player is made to understand, or at least hypothesize, from traumatic snippets thrown at them 

when the girls have arrived in grandmother’s house after their downfall, what their ordeals must have 

been like. 
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As I have argued elsewhere (Ensslin 2013), the game’s overall life story can be mapped onto Caillois’ 

(1961) theory of paidia vs. ludus: the girls’ concerns develop from more playful, childlike play to the 

more rule-driven game of life, in which we carry responsibility for ourselves and others. The game 

demonstrates the dark sides of this learning process, accentuating failure over success, thus subverting 

ironically the hedonist undertones associated with game culture while focusing on the gendered victim 

of that same culture. 

Journey is a console game for PS3 and PS4, available in single and multi-player mode. We play an a-

gendered, multimodally schematized, robed avatar (without a face or voice), navigating them through 

vast, sublime deserts of sands and snow on their way to the mountain of light. On their way they 

encounter ruins of deserted civilizations, evoking associations of middle and far eastern cultures – 

through image and soundtrack. The audio design consists of music only, with a minimum of verbal 

communication. Every level ends with the avatar sitting down in front of a symbolic stone, followed by 

the appearance of an overpowering white figure who shows the avatar – through iconic images rather 

than words – what their next task, or part of the journey, will bring. In single player mode the player 

navigates one avatar, who stays alone throughout. In multiplayer mode, the avatar has a companion 

who serves as a back-up navigation aid and kindred spirit. 

Development in Journey is shown by geographic progress: sliding, gliding, and floating through finely 

granulated, soft and glittering landscapes, and whilst mastering the controller does not pose any major 

challenges, it is the emergent feeling of confidence, of heuristic self-awareness (knowing what you can 

do already), mixed with persistence (continuous forward movement) that facilitate success in the game. 

It’s a journey “through exile and loneliness” (according to thatgamecompany co-founder Kellee 

Santiago, quoted in Lufkin 2012) to self-knowledge and spiritual maturation, experienced in a mostly 

meditative, relaxed state – a Zen experience coded into gameplay.  

 

Mastery – Mentorship – Choice  

Finally, let me briefly look at three distinct storytelling elements identified by Susan Fraiman (1993), 

drawing on Susanne Howe (1930), as key to the Bildung theme: mastery, mentorship and choice. In her 

discussion of the apprenticeship concept evoked by Thomas Carlyle’s translation of Goethe’s original 

title, Fraiman argues that the term “implies not only youth and inexperience, but also (what Wilhelm’s 

patronym spells out) eventual mastery … Becoming a master requires guidance, … and mentors are 

necessary to the student of life.” (5) 

Mastery is thematised rather differently in the three games. In Passage players learn to “read” the 

treasure chests over time, as the sequencing of gems displayed on them indexes whether or not they 

harbour a reward. However, the actual underlying meaning of mastery is that of mastering one’s life’s 

opportunities, which players are made to read into the game’s procedural rhetoric. In The Path, mastery 

relates to victimization and failure. It is ironically subverted to suggest that life mastery is inherently 

linked to suffering and trauma – a rather bleak outlook on contemporary female adolescence, and 

hinged on enduring gender roles and discrepancies. In Journey, life mastery becomes a truly gamified 

exercise for players, who learn to associate spiritual progress with meditation and an inward turn to 

discover their own true nature. 
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Choice is a sine qua non in games, epitomized by sandbox games and MMOGs. In the games we’re 

dealing with here, however, choice is a mostly figurative, reflective category: Rohrer (2007) himself 

explains that “there’s no right way to play [Passage]. Part of the goal, in fact, is to get you to reflect on 

the choices that you make while playing.” You may choose between maximizing on your treasure chests 

and exploration as a team with your wife, yet “there’s no optimal choice between the two.” (ibid) 

Whilst, at first glance, both Journey and The Path follow a sandbox design, the seemingly endless forest 

and desert landscapes are inscribed with more or less obvious navigation devices. The Path is riddled 

with distractions – objects to explore, flowers to pick up, and a wrap-around forest setting that 

seemingly call out for boundless exploration. The number of objects interacted with will determine the 

number of doors that will open in grandmother’s house, and yet the ultimate success of the game leaves 

players no choice than to lead avatars to their wolves and trigger the ensuing traumatic cut-scenes. 

Similarly, in Journey, it is possible to wander off into the deserts yet the path to higher orders and 

transfiguration is coded into the interface through classical foregrounding techniques such as light, 

contrasting colours, movement and the clustering of objects. 

Mentoring, finally, is an interesting concept in the three games. Passage elliptically erases the figure of a 

mentor, or instructor, almost entirely. The figure of the female companion serves as a paradoxical 

reminder that ultimately humans are left to their own devices, and partnerships can only last for limited 

sections of one’s lifetime. Similarly, the player is left to their own devices as to how to navigate or 

indeed understand the game, much as in real life. Similarly, The Path provides a minimum of verbal, 

extradiegetic instructions, mostly limited to the superimposed written rule at the beginning and the 

score board at the end of each chapter. However, in the absence of any adult characters (such as the 

quest-giving mother or the grandmother in the original folktale) in the game world, the role of the girl in 

white becomes a complex, ambivalent one: one of identification and opposition. After lengthy periods of 

inaction, she will take the avatar back on the path – almost as a moral mentor. And yet as players we 

know there’s no point in trusting her guidance if we want to be successful in the game, and so the girl in 

white becomes a vehicle of reflection, a catalyst of the player’s lusory attitude: the attitude they 

willingly or reluctantly adopt in order to succeed in the game. As I mentioned earlier, she later becomes 

the summative symbol of cumulative experience and stigmata gained from each character’s trials and 

tribulations. 

With regards to mentorship, Journey is perhaps the most interesting of the three games from a visual 

storytelling point of view. It features the overpowering figure in white, a priest-like persona, who 

appears at the end of each level to give the avatar directions for the next stage of their journey: a quest 

giver par excellence, who communicates his or her message in schematized maps of the journey lying 

ahead. The maps don’t really make sense until the player has completed each level, and at the end of 

the game they are reported back to us like an iconic travelogue, acting as aestheticized achievement 

feedback. Of particular interest is the group of white-robed figures (or ancestors, if we adopt a Taoist 

perspective as evoked by the game’s spatial setting) that appear toward the end of the game, at the 

point of physical exhaustion. They re-energize the avatar, as if to signify that we have now passed the 

rite of passage and are elevated to quasi-divine orders. This evokes a link to the Freemasonic tradition 

and its spiritual leadership to Wilhelm Meister in Goethe’s originary Bildungsroman, which not only 

inspires a distinctly intertextual reading of Journey but suggests a potentially masculinist interpretation 

of the game’s main character and their metaphorical rise to the superhuman powers engendered by the 

Magic Mountain (cf. Thomas Mann’s 20th century anti-Bildungsroman of the same title). 
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Concluding Remarks 

Instead of a conclusion, let me raise an topic I have not discussed at any length in this paper, yet which 

forms a key component of the life formation theme across media: the role of society as a cumulative, 

ambivalent antagonist, or at least a force to be reckoned with in the protagonist’s development and 

wavering between adaptation and emancipation. The three life formation games I examined in the 

foregoing sections display a complete lack of the kind of densely-knit social networks and character 

relationships that are so typical of the novel as a fictional genre, as an image of society as a culturally 

and historically situated organism. Perhaps one way of looking at this elliptical treatment would be that 

games as simulations can, in simplified and schematised form, act as substitute locales for real-life or 

fictional societies. In fact, as I have argued, we can even picture such eclectic topographic features as 

paths and desert landscapes as partes pro toto, as metonymies of society, or social norms, which we 

deviate from or learn to navigate and adapt to. Games pose alternative systems of existence and 

experience with alternative rules and challenges, the mastery of which may be seen as an alternative, 

experimental playing field. Mastery, or success, are defined in radically different ways, in terms of the 

sole or main focus of gameplay action. Similarly, death can be inscribed with different, equivalent 

values, either in the sense of permadeath (as in Passage or The Path), as a sine qua non and lesson to be 

learnt. Alternatively, death can be staged in the sense of rebirth as a trophy for successful life mastery: 

in Journey players receive “rebirth” (in the sense of Buddhist reincarnation at a higher level of existence) 

as end-of-game reward. Either way, as interactive simulations, games remain a highly suitable medium 

for experiential player education, self-reflection and story co-creation, especially to a generation 

medially nurtured on ludicity and a gamified educational apparatus more generally, and they remain 

powerful systems for modelling the importance of choice, error, persistence and mentorship across 

worlds, lives and selves. 
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