The Gothic in Contemporary Interactive Fictions






The Gothic in Contemporary
Interactive Fictions

Van Leavenworth

N Umea Studies in Language and Literature 11
Department of Language Studies

(aw =
Z RAA A Umed University 2010
&
ERS



Umea University

Department of Language Studies
SE- 901 87Umed
http://www.sprak.umu.se
http://lumu.diva -portal.org

Umea Studies in Language and Lterature 11

© 2010 Van Leavenworth

Coverillustration : Nicke Hallén

Coverlayout: Gabriella Dekombis, Print & Media
Printed in Sweden by Print & Media, Ume& 2010
Distributor: eddy.se ab, Visby

ISBN: 978-91-7264-917-0



Table of Contents

Introduction 9
Contemporary Interactive Fictions 13
Interactive Fiction Scholarship: From Media Form to Digital Literary Work 18

Media-Specific Methodology: Conceptual Biases in the Interactive Fiction

Authoring System 31
Anxieties of the Subject in the Contemporary Gothic 37
Postmodern Developments in Gothic Interactive Fictions 43
Chapter One: Poetics of Destabilization in Edgar Z
Nat e CNelermore 49

Poeds Philosophy and iNesermdpati al Mani fesbSation i

The Spatial Poetics of the Unspeakable and Live Burial 56
Speaking (and Reading) the Unspeakable 58
Ambiguous Utterances: Bird and Books 58
The Two Lenores: Absent and Unexpected 63
Live Burialés Modern Poetics 69
The Poetics of Destabilization 76

Chapter Two: Reading with Awe and Playing with Terror: Labyrinths in

Selected Stories by H. P. Love®&nchothéadand Mi7¢hael S.
The Gothic Labyrinthand Lovecraftédés Terror Fiction8l
The Unrealized Labyrinth i nAndhathead Musi c o8 Er i ch

The Realized Labyrinth i n A The Cal |Anandrheddt hul hud and9s

Reading with Awe and Playing with Terror 106

Chapter Three: Family Destabilization and Monsters in Traversals of

Sar a DMaedasm Spiderds Web 109
The Traditional Gothic in Madam Spider 6d13Hous e
The Uncanny Player Character: Destabilizing the Family 114
Subordination and Transgression: The Ambiguous Role of the Player 118
The Postmodern Gothic-GrotesqueinMadam Spi der 6s Web 126
Degradation and the Monster Within: Self -Constructed Fear and Desire 130

TheDisint egr ati on of Order: Configuring thel36Pl ayer 6

Gothic Narratives of Relationships and the Monsters Within Them 141

Chapter Four: Cybergothic Threats to Posthuman Subjectivity in Star Foster
and Dani el R Slauching Towaod$ Bedlam 144

Dracula and Slouching Towards Bedlam : The Logos as Vampire 151



Historiographic Metafiction and Threats to the Posthuman Subject

Interpretation and Unity in the Production of Narrative s

Master Vampires and Meta Viruses: The Posthuman Problematic

Conclusion
Gothic Anxieties for Female Characters
Gothic Anxieties in the
Gothic Anxieties for Communicating Subjects

The Gothic in Contemporary Interactive Fictions
Works Cited
Sammanfattning

Index

Pl ayer 6s

Rol

e

155
166
178

180
180
183
185
188

191

212

218



Acknowledgments

A number of very gifted, thoughtful and creative individuals have invested in
this project. | am grateful to Professor Heidi Hansson, my supervisor, who
has been supportive and instructive from the very beginning. Her advice,
critical eye and uncanny ability to address essential aspects of my work and
thinking have been invaluable. With out your amazing talents, Heidi, this
work would not be what it is. | also wish to thank my secondary supervisor,
Dr. Bryan Alexander, who has been an observant reader and sounding board
for ideas during the last two years of completing this thesis. His suggestions
have contributed to pivotal steps in my thinking, especially with regard to
Gothic scholarship.

Several individuals at the Department of Language Studies and the
previous Department of Modern Languages have been instrumental to my
writing and pro fessional development. | am privileged to have been aided by
countless discussions and comments from the dedicated, outspoken and
critical group of readers in our literary seminars. Thanks go to Martin Shaw,
Jim Barrett, Anette Svensson, Malin Isaksson, Nicklas Hallén, Elena
Lindholm Narvéez, Hilda Hargestam Strandberg, Berit Astrém, Florence
Sisask, Tove Solander, Moa Matthis and Katarina Gregersdotter. Additional
thanks to Jim for discussions about reconciling literary and digital media
concerns and Nickl as for the cover illustration. Warm appreciation goes out
to Gerd Lilllegren, Gunn-Marie Forsberg, Christina Karlberg and Marie
Figaro for shepherding me through university and departmental procedures
and answering all of my questions patiently. Magnus Nord st r © mé s
aid has been fantastic.In the final stages of this process | received invaluable
help from Ingela Valfridsson, Per Ambrosiani, Maria Dahlin and Per-Arne
Oberg. | also wish to express my appreciation to Lars Hiibinette, Pat
Shrimpton and Anders Steinvall for their encouragement and willingness to
work around the challenges | created by taking a leave of absence from
teaching.

I am lucky to have a home away from the department at the digital
humanities lab, HUMIab, and | wish to extend my appreciation to everyone
there. Specifically, | want to thank fellow graduate students Therese Ornberg
Berglund, Stephanie Hendrick and Stefan Blomberg for fruitful discussions
about digital media and interdisciplinary research . Cecilia Lindhé, Jon
Svenssa, Magnus Olofsson, Stefan Gelfgrenand Fredrik Palm gave helpful

t echn



The Gothic in Contemporary Interactive Fictions

support and suggestions | particularly wish to thank to Patrik Svensson,
Director of the lab, who provided critical guidance on my application to
begin graduate studies, ensured that | met guest scholars of rdevance to my
project and also introduced me to my secondary supervisor.

Many scholars who are not based in Umea alsotook the time to advise me
on research production or comment on specific chapters. My thanks go to
Philip Grey for early advice and suggestions, Jan Van Looy for proposing
what became my preferred working method, Erica Robles for discussions
about integrating digital media studies with other critical fields and Nick
Montfort for organizational advice and a discussion about the social aspect
of 6single playerd interactive fiction.
Martin for her comments related to genre criticism, Caroline Kelley for
advice on gender issues and Jenny Sundén for extensive feedback on an early
chapter and though-provoking points about arguing f r om t he pl ayer
perspective. My deep appreciation goes to Maria Engberg for numerous
insightful discussions as well as her observant and instructive comments on
the first draft of the dissertation.

This project began thanks to a two-year scholarship from the Knut and
Alice Wallenberg Foundation. | also gratefully acknowledge the support of
authors Sara Dee and Michael S. Gentry who kindly provided permission to
use screenshots of their interactive fictions.

| am grateful to my parents, Greta and Howard Leavenworth, for
instilling a love of language and the importance of typing skills in me from a
very early age. Thanks goto my family members in Denver and Sweden, who
have been wholly supportive and patient with me during this process. | also
want to thank Patrick Yates Rickard Astrom and Dave Alger for friendship
and keeping me grounded.

None of this would have happened without my wife Maria, who has been
supportive and critical in considerate amounts throughout t he process. We
have many places to go, many dishes to make and lots to write. This is for
you, for everything, always.



Introduction

Introduc tion

At the close of the first decade of the twenty-first century, Gothic interactive
fiction may strike some as a genre and nedia form pairing firmly rooted in
the (distant) past. The Anglo-American literary Gothic tradition is known for
its devoted concern with how the O6pastd
narratives and formally through the recycling of tropes and themes, a
concern which traces back to Horace Wal
from 1764, The Castle of Otranto. Conversely, contemporary, wholly text-
based interactive fiction seems similarly focused on retaining aspects of the
digital past as the media form bears strong visual and procedural
resemblance to initial text adventures produced in the early days of
computing such as the seminal cave exploration pieceAdventure, written by
Will Crowther and further developed by Don Woods in 1976. The Gothic
genreandi nt eractive fiction construct relat
of creating narratives relevant to the present. In fact, it is exactly the playful
reuse and reinvention of formal and literary generic praxis which contributes
to the persistence and fettile creativity of the Gothic as well as the interactive
fiction media form, though in distinctly different ways.

The contemporary popularity and critical relevance of Gothic fiction
derives partly from its ability to revitalize narrative themes and device s for
knowing audiences and partly from its exploration of increasingly diverse
forms of human subjectivity. David Punter and Glennis Byron hint at the
collusive contract between genre and audience with their tongue-in-cheek
assertion t ha tlive {ifindt entiréyonelh in westers culaures in
the early twenty-first century [. . .] for example, in the apparently endless
remaking and reshaping of the vampire m
Jerrold E. Hogle more forcefully argues for the relevance of the Gothic. He
states that there Ais now no question th
verse narrative, theatre, and film [. . .] has become a longlasting and major,
albeit widely variable, symbolic realm in modern and even postmodern
weste r n culture, however archaic t he Got
(Alntroduction: The Got Asidefrointhe 3eaibfer n Cu
the Gothic into diverse media, what these claims assert is both the popular
revival of familiar, historic tropes on the one hand and the potential cultural
and personal importan ce of such tropes for a modern audience on the other.
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Catherine Spooner describes the value of this constructed relationship to the
past in her investigations in Contemporary Gothic .

Gothic texts deal with a variety of themes just as pertinent to contemporary
culture as to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when Gothic novels first
achieved popularity: the legacies of the past and its burdens on the present;
the radically provisional or divi ded nature of the self; the construction of
peoplesori ndi vi dual s as monstrous or O0o0ther d; t
that are modified, grotesque or diseased. Gothic has become so pervasive
precisely because it is so apposite to the representations ofcontemporary
concerns. (8)
This thematic continuity from the eighteenth century to contemporary
culture underscores the Gothicds centr al
related to the human condition and, specifically, constructions of human
subjectivity.! The Gothic is a particularly salient object of study in literary
and cultural discourses precisely becausecontemporary subjects are being
constructed in increasingly diverse and indefinite ways. This move away
from essentialist notions of the subject is partly related to a rise in
technologies and social practices which downplay the primacy (though not
the relevance) of the physical human body which has long been the
cornerstone of the liberal human subject (see Hall 118, Genz and Brabon
107).

With str ong, nostalgic ties to textuality in the face of an everincreasing
digital production of graphically and auditorily rich interactive narratives
and worlds, wholly text-based interactive fiction is uniquely positioned to
support investigations of the relationships between codexbased print
literature and modern forms of computer -mediated narrative generation.
For example, in Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary , N.
Katherine Hayles contends that due to the manner in which digital media are
changing writing and reading practices, print -based analytical tools are

i nadequate because they (usually) do not
foom. However, A[ r ] digitdl evorlswitlt expeaatianoformed by

print, including extensive and d eep tacit knowledge of letter forms, print
conventions, and pri-4Y. | Ther areyl emades o o
narrative forms for readers of a digital work is similarly emphasized for

aut hor s. I'n his 2007 doctor al disanslert ati o

1For an overview of contemporary critical approaches to Gothic constructions of subjectivity, see Heiland
183-85.
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Introduction

Techniqgue in Interactive Fiction and Ne:
for a fde e pbetwednéoniemporar independent IF [interactive
fiction] and the 20thcent ury novel 0 (33). The cohes|

6printd f orvass furtier emphasizedt by Daniel Keller, who
suggests that works of contemporary interactive fiction, which are currently
experiencing a revival of popular and critical interest, are notable because
they explore #f@the anddigid mediiatdoi e(s2 706f, p2r9i5n
emphasis). In essence, although it is possible to discuss print and digital
material forms as separate, it is problematic to characterize the creation,
poetics and reception of contemporary works of interactive fiction as wholly
distinct f rom pri nt fiction. Rat her , the O6ex
shares much with the experience of reading print fiction. Since works of
interactive fiction engage in the some of the same discourses as other
modern narratives, including, of course, th e generic discourses of the Gothic,
it is relevant to investigate how the poetics of literary Gothic elements
function within these digital fictions.
The Gothic in Contemporary Interactive Fictions examines how
dominant themes, conventions and concepts in (literary) Gothic discourses
are adapted, remediated, reinvented or developed in selected works of
contemporary interactive fiction. These works include Nevermore: An
Interactive Gothic , by Nate Cull (2000), Anchorhead: An Interactive Gothic ,
by Michael S. Gentry (1998), Madam Spi d,dy Sam Da¢2006) and
Slouching Towards Bedlam , by Star C. Foster and Daniel Ravipinto (2003).2
These works have been chosen in part due to their popularity in the
contemporary interactive fiction community but primari ly with an interest in
the diverse perspectives they present on the Gothic. Nevermore is an
adaptation of Edgar Allan Poebs poem AT
the poem, as a character in the interactive fiction, attempts to reunite with
the lost Lenore via an alchemical ritual. The themes and poetics of the Gothic
works of H. P. Lovecraft form the foundation for Anchorhead, a sprawling
interactive fiction in which the primary character is forced to investigate the
unusual degeneration which seems to afflict both her husband and the
residents of a small, run-down town. In contrast, Madam Spi dér 6s We
not adapted from or based on any specific text(s) but produces familiar yet

2 Although Madam Spi dandSsichiweTowards Bedlam do not identify themselves as Gothic
works, they both produce narratives which align with the Gothic.

11
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fragmented narratives of female constriction in domestic spaces. Entitled in
reference to the closing |lines from W B.
Slouching Towards Bedlam is a highly intertextual work in which explicit
and implicit Gothic texts provide a basis for examining future and past
threats to a n e subjdctvity.mihithough ndy Hogus & orohow
the Gothic is remediated in these individual interactive fictions | also, of
course, elucidate the Gothic poetics of the relevant print texts.
Via in-depth analyses in the following four chapters, | demonstrate that
literary Gothic conventions and tropes are uniquely developed in each of
these four works, which underscores the i
a |literary Opast 6 o analgitalnethodtpiowdes niore Al t houg
precise conclusions abait Gothic elements as they function in the individual
works than about the Gothic generally in contemporary interactive fiction (a
scope | could not hope to achieve here), | make the following broad claims.
First, the reworking of Gothic tropes and conventions in these interactive
fictions includes a consideration not ju
context) but of additional elements involved in the digital poetics of these
interactive fictions. Accordingly, | am concerned with how the individual
qualities of each work illuminate its Gothic relevance, an analytical approach
which underscores the value of particular analyses in contrast to critical
approaches investigating the formal elements of the interactive fiction form.
Second, in these interactive f i ct i ons t he pl ayer 6s rol e
simulate Gothic effects related to the destabilization, collapsed oppositions,
trauma and infections respectively encountered by the characters. This
formal, receptive emphasis parallels the manner in which contemporary
printed Gothic works actively yoke constrictions in the narrative to
challenges in the reading process. Related to the centrality of simulation, my
third claim is that in the order in which | examine them these four works
exemplify a postmodern development of the Gothic which increasingly
couples fictional indeterminacy to explicit formal effects both during
interaction and in the narratives produced. Finally, this postmodern
development correlates with the anxieties linked to constructions of
subjectivity in all four works. Contemporary dilemmas related to the
vulnerabilities of subjectivity are examined in each work, but broadly
speaking a concern with the potential breakdown of language and/or
communication is primary. This loss of subject coherence is frequently

12



Introduction

mi rrored in the playerds configured rel
each interactive fiction.

In this introductory chapter | first provide an overview of the context in
which contemporary works of interactive fiction are produced f ollowed by a
brief summary of the works examined in this study. | then take into account
the limited amount of topic -relevant research which has been conducted on
interactive fiction since the 1980s as a means of establishing some of the
perspectives involved in the interdisciplinary context within which my  work
is situated. The arguments which | emphasize in this section form the basis
for the methodology | describe in the following section. Having established
and contextualized concerns related to the digtal poetics of the interactive
fiction media form, | turn to contemporary critical approaches to the literary
Gothic which are intertwined with particular rather than essential
constructions of subjectivity. Finally, 1 conclude this introduction with a
summary of the four analytical chapters in this dissertation, an overview
which traces the increasingly prominent role of postmodernism in the Gothic
genre. Since this is a work of literary scholarship and primarily designed for
audiences familiar with the m ethodologies and qualities of that field, | have
devoted the larger part of this introduction to a presentation of
contemporary interactive fiction practices and criticism. However, in the
analytical chapters my concern is predominantly with the Gothic.

Contemporary Interactive Fictions

I'n this study, 6i nt er a-basedvoem of compuiere n 6 r e
mediated interactive storytelling which may contain gaming elements. Early

exampl es of the form, of t en referred t
gamesd and a number of ot h e r-basee, ludis , wer

works while contemporary works frequently share greater qualities with
print fiction. 3 Like the majority of interactive fiction that has been produced,
Nevermore, Anchorhead, Madam Spi d e r 6 sandV&éibching Towards
Bedlam are wholly text-based, which is to say that they contain no sound or
images, and proceed via a series of written output and input exchanges. The
computer program outputs descriptions of locations, characters, events and
situations which the player may read and consider prior to inputting (typing

3For a |list of the terms that have been used to2denote in
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and entering) commands which either guide actions within the story being

produced or else direct the software to stop, restart, save, and so forth.
Textual interaction occurs in dialogic steps which underscore the linguistic

interchange fundamental to this particular type of storytelling.

The Parlor Moves: 2
[Madam Spider's Web

ICopyright (c) 2006 by Sara Dee.

Type ABOUT or HINT for more information.

[Release 1/ Serial number 060929 / Inform v6.30 Library 6/11

The Parlor
[Madam Spider sits in her rocking chair, with two eyes on the knitting in her lap and the other six on you. She sighs deeply.

"The house is in a disarray yet again-- it could really use some tidying up, particularly the bathroom and the music room." You nod,
trying not to fidget under her stern gaze.

"The last girl couldn't keep things straight either,” Madam Spider continues. "She turned out to be quite delicious.” At this, you can't help|
but stare at those fangs, imagining them sinking into your flesh. You shudder and attempt to refocus your attention on the room around
[you. But where to begin? And why does it all feel so unfamiliar?

>EXAMINE MADAM SPIDER
Madam Spider is at once hideous and beautiful, with eight ink-black eyes and powerful, fur-lined fangs. As always, she sits in her
rocking chair, two pairs of legs fast at work with her knitting.

>LOOK

The Parlor

There is something about Madam Spider's parlor that is both banal and unsettling. The ornately patterned wallpaper seems to press in
from every direction. Heavy red drapes block the only window in the room, adding to the sense of claustrophobia. A black divan sits in
one corner, not far from Madam Spider's rocking chair, where the giant arachnid is busy with her knitting.

A staircase lining most of one wall marches upward, into darkness. At its base, a beaded curtain leads east to the music room. An
archway leads north to the kitchen.

Al

Screenshot of the interactive fiction Ma d am S p i d,dySara Dea€hk statements written in capital
letters after a command prompt (>) are player commands. All other text is output by the software.

The interactive fictions | examine are products of a contemporary group
of authors who demonstrate a committed interest in fictional writing. These
authors, along with other authors, players and reviewers, make up what may
|l oosely be described as a oO6communityd
evident in annual competitions, journals such as XYZZY News, The Society
for the Promotion of Adventure Games (SPAG) and Brass Lantern, various
online discussion channels including The Interactive Fiction Wiki and the
rec.arts.int-fiction newsgroup, and, of course, archives of freely

14
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Introduction

downloadable works, most notably The Interactive Fiction Archive .4
Although some of the authors of my corpus works are programmers to begin
with, the authors in the interactive fiction folk community generally lack
formal computer science or programming training (Wardrip -Fruin 79). This
lack of programming expertise is not a hindrance to authorship because
most interactive fictions are written in programming languages so
formalized that the focus is mostly on
the fictional world, 0 not on <creating
Dougl as s ,n di Qoinmneas ointefa@i®e)fiction Awthor Ad am Cadre
puts it, in contrast to the market driven, corporately produced interactive
fiction s produced in the early days of computer games, contemporary works
ar e fiidi osyncrat-egpr ensosrikosnoof( Il mselrfivi ew)
investigate reflect this idiosyncrasy. While all of them are deemed
praiseworthy in the community and at basis indicate a deep concern with
contemporary literary practices, their programmed designs support the
production of Gothic narratives and simulated experiences in diverse ways.

Nat e @evérhodes An Interactive Gothic was a top-ten finalist (out
of 53) in the 2000 Interactive Fiction Competition and finalist in three
highly contested categories in the 2000 XYZZY Awar ds . Cull 6ds in
fiction is salient to an investi gation of the Gothic as it is directly derived from
the AThe Raven, o one of the most famous
The adaptation demonstrates a keen awareness of the aesthetic presentation

of | ove, death and sorrow henprdnmnenbs poe
el ements in Poebs fictional wor k, such &
The main character in the interactive fi

poem and the situation is familiar: Lenore is absent and greatly missed and
the only solace may come from books. However, unlike in the poem the
books in question are alchemical texts which contain clues for performing a
ritual which may restore the | ost Lenor e
are primarily devoted to deciphering the cry ptic alchemical texts and
performing the multi -step ritual correctly. Nevermore is notable both for its
highly corporeal presentation of subjectivity and the spatial -linguistic
breakdowns which accompany it, following the linguistic and spatial

4 The number of interactive fictions produced by this community is considerable. For example, The
Interactive Fiction Archive currently hosts more than 3000 interactive fictions written in eleven different
languages.

15



The Gothic in Contemporary Interactive Fictions

constrictons i n Poeds poem. Cull 6s interactive
its two ambivalent endings as they redouble the sense of ambiguous closure
at the end of fAThe Raven. o

Mi chael S . Anclioehaad:r AnOlisteractive Gothic wo n iBest
Settingo i IXYZZYhAavard$ @rgd8was a finalist in five other
categories. Gentryds work stands out both
as large as a typical interactive fiction and because it is frequently discussed
as the quintessential e x admpwoer ko fi nh otwh et ome
form (Stevens, Rev. of Anchorhead; Short, Rev. of Anchorhead) . Gentryés
work is also specifically related to print fiction as it remediates the Gothic
themes and anxieties of H. P. Lovecraft, a seminal writer of American horror
fiction. In Anchorhead, Lovecraft 6s -newrg,inoodelnisty gende
concerns with the stability of space and
basis of reality are extended and developed in an ironic, postmodern fashion.

Whil e the pri mary faheanierset is shalken by ehes e o]
supernatural beings and illogically constructed spaces of the strange town of

Anchorhead, her overriding concern is relational and personal rather than
epistemological as it is her husbandd the only reason she is in the town to

begin withd who must be saved in the end. Like Nevermore, subjectivity is

once again constructed from a corporeal referent in this interactive fiction,

and it is the threats surrounding family and reproduction which engender

the most anxiety. Unlike the other works in this study, Anchorhead is overtly

ludic and features a number of 6l osingé
Owinningd ones. As the playerb6és progress
interest in accompl i sAnchorlpadtfuneion®at leastr ect 6 e
partly as a contrastive work in this study.

Sar a Maael@sn Spi dehad an amavhlent status in the
interactive fiction community. Al t hough L
(out of 46) in the 2006 Interactive Fiction Competition and w as a finalist in
the 2006 XYZZY Awards, reviews indicate a clear preference for
programmed elements in the work which align with beliefs about so-called
good design in the community and dislike of the elements which subvert or
contradict these norms. Inthi s sense Deeds interactive
indicates potential contradictions between prescriptive design practices and
the O6idiosynexpsésgsidboonfdoAasel & fragmented
most relevant qualities of Madam Spi d &ithé seenWglp conscious
use and subversion of expected interactive fiction design practice for the

16



Introduction

purposes of generating Gothic experiences. Unlike Nevermore and
Anchorhead, Deebs interactive fictpersgbuts not
its narratives call to mind familiar Gothic tales of female constriction in
fantastic and mundane domestic environments. The initial phase of the work
finds the young female primary character in servitude to a giant spider in a
bizarre house, while the latter phases deptt an adult woman prior to and
after an automobile accident in a more ¢
again constructed around the body, and the Gothic threats to the character,
partially illuminated in the projected self of the grotesque giant s pider,
indicate the constricting web of family concerns, expectations and
inevitabilities. Although much of what is hidden is eventually revealed in the
work there are many things, including the relevance of certain items and the
correspondences between narative sections, which remain occluded and
unexplained. The work is likely to provide a frustrating experience for the
player as it invites curiosity but thwarts expectations, simulating Gothic
constraint and constriction.

The fourth work in this study, Slouching Towards Bedlam , is by far the
most highly praised. Along with being the overall winner of the 2003
Interactive Fiction Competition, and winner or finalist in eight of the ten

categories in the 2003 XYZZY Awards, Fo
fiction has been very favorably reviewed. Set in London in 1855, the player
directs a character who is a doctor at

attempts to determine the strange affliction of a deceased patient. The
postmodern work is highly interte xtual and references other texts and

historical details fluidly while also subverting this constructed historical

accuracy with fictionalized facts and the addition of fantastical machinery.

As it transpires that the doctor is also afflicted with the infec tion which

troubled the patientda 6ési cknessd t roshewirelicorposeal ver be
qualities of subjectivity are emphasized. However, unlike the solely body-

based human subjectivities presented in the prior three interactive fictions,

subjectivity in Slouching Towards Bedlam r ef | ect s the wor kés
postmodern ambivalence. The viral threat to the corporeal human subject,
metaphorically similar to that of a vampire, is secondary to and even used as

a cloak for the main threat: a breakdown of the communication networks

which are essential for the posthuman subject. While the body is the key

referent for the human subject, information is the referent for the
posthuman subject, and it is this construction of subjectivity which

17
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dominates the interactive f i ct i on. Foster and Ravipintobd
most remarkable for its formal expression of this subjectivity; the linguistic

breakdown which threatens posthuman subjects in the work also affects the
playerés ability to topsoftnvate.eThist dinmulatesdnt er ac't
posthuman condition has drastic consequences for the manner in which the

player regards the five available endings to the work. As it presents the most

distinct conception of subjectivity and the Gothic anxieties attending it,

Slouching Towards Bedlam functions as a contrastive work in this study but

also as the work which most cohesively employs many of the postmodern

elements included in the previous three interactive fictions.

Interactive Fiction Scholarship: From Media For m to

Digital Literary Work

Developments in the study of interactive fiction have paralleled

devel opments in the media formbés history.
1980s, when the media form enjoyed commercial popularity, the particular

narrative relevance of individual works produced today derives from greater

freedom in authoring choices aswell as a growing awareness of and response

to traditional formal elements. Although there are only a limited number of

histories available at the time of this writin g, all essentially agree that the
interactive fiction £1870smwopulbarigygi Grosvier wi t h  t h
and WoAlkgtige and continues to the present, with the commercial

success of the form in the early 1980s given particular attention.> Espen

Aar set h, one of t he first to document t h
suggests the 1980s period as most significant (in part by developing his
theoretical mo d e | of the form Deadinean i nve

from 1982), and cites concern that the form is no longer popular in the 1990s
(102-02). In contrast, writing in 2001, author/programmer Graham Nelson

asserts the ongoing relevance of interactive fiction and claims that
development is continuing along lines which are more literary and less
puzzle-like, spurred by growing communities of enthusiasts sharing
information on the internet (342). Although Nelson does not discuss the

media form as an object of study, he non
5Foradditionaloverviewsofthehistory of interactive fiction ,s ee Jer z, AStorytelling and Comg
Granade and Granade, AA Brief History of Interactive Fictio
Mont fort, AfRi ddl e Machines. o
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century interactive offi ca ifiognroo waisn gc haaprparcet cel
medi umés potential for arto (362). Si mi |
describes contemporary i nt er a egtowinge fict
communityo and i mplies t hat current !

development of the form indicates that the period after the commercial era
has been the most significant (Twisty Little Passages 193-94). Both
Montfort and Douglass underscore the importance of community and
accessibility for the contemporary growth of interact ive fiction. Montfort
explains that works written today are

t hanks t o t he Il nternet, avail abl e wor |

(

2007, presents a telling new perspective

not periodi cal but instead features a unified development from 1975 to 2007
(and onwards) in which interactive fiction practices are seen as a successful
6fol kd or i ndepen®enGonimiodviémese 21j. Suchl®d 3
unified development provides the basis for developing artistic sophistication.

A prominent reason why contemporary interactive fiction is particularly
significant for the purposes of my study is that in contrast to the necessary
expert programming knowledge and desire for financial success which often
delimited the production of works in the commercial era, current authors
have a greater potential for experimentation and are able to produce a work
with much less programming experience (Wardrip -Fruin 394). Although
experimental and powerful work was certainly produced in the commercial
period, contemporary interactive fictions such as those | examine
demonstrate greater range in terms of length, narrative generation,
intertextual reference to past conventions in the form and relationship to
literary poetics.® They are, asKeller notes, distinguishable by their emphasis
on experimentation and storytelling (287). As such, contemporary works are
model examples of electronic literature.

Despite enjoying a relatively long history for a computer -mediated form,
interactive fiction has been little studied in literary studies or digital media
studies and it is only recently that a handful of critics have taken a more
concerted i nt eCommand LinBso&Y;l alaen tGéneratihg, f
Narrative Variation in In teractive Fiction 0 7). Although much has been done

6 This development is not unusual. For arguments which contrast the creativity of non-commercial,

independently authored digital works to the repetitive and limited elements of works produced by the well-

funded commercial industry ,seeGent ry, fAAnldeiifsaN®u Puzzl ixgndRyag,mor e ? 0 ;
AiBeyond Myth rand Metapho
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to advance an understanding of the specific digital poetics of the media form,

only a few individual anal yses (that i s,
exist; these tend to be brief and feature varying methodologies since there

are as yet no agreedupon models for how to perform such analyses (as there

are with print fiction). In addition, there are very few @ if anyd investigations

of each of the interactive fictions | examine. With these limitations in mind,

the methodology | develop and employ for examining how my works

individually mediate the Gothic draws on general research exploring

interactive fiction as a digital media form. This research gestures to a

perspective shift from textual poetics to digital poetics, and may be loosely

grouped into four phases: initial studies which call for alternative

methodological approaches to the form as a new type of literature in the

1980s, considerations of interactive narratives as spatially-structured and

constrained for the player in the early 1990s, seminal though divergent

claims regarding the complexity of how stories develop from the
player/readerds engagement with a compute
of the century and the current focus on the specific digital poetics of

contemporary interactive fiction in the first decade of this century. 7 While

the increasing body of scholarship does point to refinements in analytical
approaches, the overall 6fieldd of intera
called such, is still nascent and so the following progression is not intended

to represent a movement from 60l dé to Omo
of valid points which are relevant to my analytical framework.

Paral l el t o i nteeimcamsmeicial popUlaritgin theo 19&0s, r i s
initial studies consider interactive fiction as undoubtedly though not
unproblematically related to print literature and attempt to address potential
difficulties analyzing these interactive narratives. These studies include
Ant hony J. Ni esz and Nor man N. Hol |l andds
Mary Buc k|1 e s 6t I e gntemativie Fiction: The Computer Storygame
Adventured ¢ 1 985) and Richard Ziegfeldods Al nt
Literary Genr eoigh thérel &e discrepandids tbdtween what
these critics consider to be d6interactive
the formal differences between interactive fiction and printed text require an
analytical approach which differs from typical liter ary praxis. Niesz and

7 For more comprehensive overviews of interactive fiction scholarship , seeAarseth 106-14 and Jerz,
Ailnteractive Fiction. o
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Holland and Ziegfeld describe the media form as fundamentally different
from print literature and assert, to varying degrees, the present and future
need for new tools with which to examine it (110, 12527; 359, 367). In
contrast to these two exploratory studies, Buckles conducts an irdepth
analysis of a single interactive fiction. Her analysis indicates a similar
difficulty in approach, however, as it includes both a textual investigation in

which she attempts to apply Vladimir Propp6s structur al met ho
analyzing folktales to Adventure as well as a norempirical reception study
whose aim is to determine the distinct

Alongside the need for an appropriate form of analysis indicated by these
three works, the importance of genre is suggested, at times indirectly, as
centr al to the o6literarinessd of interac
to the story form of the folktale as well as the structural form of lyrical poetry
(104-33, 178).Both Ziegfeld and Niesz and Holland express concern that the
dominance of popular genres such as mystery and adventure in interactive
fiction seems to preclude linguistic complexity and literary merit (370 -71
125-26). What is notable about these claims is that they all positively or
negatively present genre as a potential starting point or framing device for a
literary analysis of interactive fiction. In this regard the Gothic, no stranger
to the high-culture whip, provides a pertinent means of ingress.8

Two important concepts for analyzing interactive fiction develop in
criticism from the early 1990s: the importance of space as a structuring
element and the need to consider how constraints or limitations affect the
process of 6 e x p e rConeputdrs as [Theeatre @%93),iBregda | n
Laurel proposes that human-computer activity may be understood as an
encounter with a spatial realm. Laurel implicitly defines computer -mediated

works as representational oworl ds, 6 and
edges d the universed discovering what is possibled is a central issue in
designo (67). Laurel s emphasis on the
developed by Robert T. Kelley in his investigation of the commercially

popular Zork trilogy of interactive fictions from the 1980s in
Maze of Twisty Little Passages, AlIl Al ik
8For accounts of 6critical snobbishnessd against the Goth

Townsend, General Introduction 13-14; Hogl e and Smith, fARevisi tSpoongr, t he Goth
Contemporary Gothic 24-25.
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concerns configure player interaction on many levels while progressing
through Zork. The player/user

must make maps, keep records of where iems and rooms are located, and
constantly imagine how to use items he [sic] already has and what items to
look for to perform necessary tasks. In this way, IF manifests itself as a
writerly text by demanding the intervention of the reader in making meanin g
(literally, intellectual and simulated phy
required for the game to continue). (56)
Progress through a work is inherently connected to developing a spatial
sense of the environment which is presented and actualized via ext output
and input. In addition, the player is more comprehensively involved in
Aimaking meaningodo than a reader of tradit]
input is required to advance the software.
Since textual-spatial configuration and allowable player input are
bounded by physical, media form and authored constraints, an analysis of
interactive fiction should acknowledge how such constraints impact the
production of narrative. This approach is
and Jay Dav i dk wihoihtdraetived marratwe forms, although
neither scholar deals specifically with the type of command-based interactive
fiction | examine. ® Douglas implicitly argues that the non -linear, interactive
qualities of digital fictions necessitate an analysis where equal consideration
i s gi ven fito reading strategies transl a
narratives and to strategies which embrace the text as an interactive
narrative existing HowvbDotuabtd¢p THhi § TFTipial
In Wri ting Space, Bolter combines these dual strategies employed in reading

an fielectronico text into the image of #fa
met aphor which all ows a pardasfdldwang 6r eadi
fi o rpath from among those suggest ed 0 by t HO%Thigsabjettive( 1 00) .
spatial metaphor is fundamental to describing the process of playing or

06readingbd interactive fiction wher e, as
experience becomes more reader/viewer/player-or i ent ed 0 (AWhere
Senes Become a Stage and Reading | s Direct

9 Following critical trends at the time, b oth scholars use the term dnteractive fiction éwhen referring to

hypertext fictions . For criticism o f Dougl as 6 di s nlihnednseedtivedidtion asompficalynless

6l iteraryd than hype Muigyditle Passages 1oln., Hsoewee vMeorn,t fsoorme, of Dougl as¢
regarding the déexperienced of mystuder active textuality are re
10 Although | refer to the 2001 edition of Writing Space, | group Bolter with the early 1990s theorists as the

first edition of Writing Space was published in 1991.
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6chosend6 by the reader/ player, define ¢
the traversal of a text is largely related to what paths have been created for
the player (see Bolter 127) The effects of textually-mediated space and
authored constraint on the player are thus central to my analysis of
individual interactive fictions.

Although derived from studies of interactive fictions produced in the
1980s, Janet Hdmlet dhuthe #gladleck: The Future of
Narratives in Cyberspace ( 1997) and Es pe@yberflextt Aar s e
Perspectives on Ergodic Literature (1997) may be said to represent
complementary perspectives on how interactive fiction should be understood
as a form of computer-mediated, generic engagement with text. Interactive
fiction is software; any examination of the story in a work requires at least
some consideration of the programming which helps to produce it. While
Murray more broadly conceptualizes computer programs as 6 pr ocedur al |
which is to say that they fexecute a s
compl ex, contingent behaviors, 0 Aarseth
interactive fictions generally as a system of relationships between data,
processing engines, he i nterface a#2dl03t0b).eNotéblesner 6 ( 7
both studies is an emphasis on the significance of the computermediated
feedback Il oop (Murrayos pr oceayhereat) i t vy,
and, particularly relevant to my own methodology, the self-determined
limitations with regard to the level of programming complexity considered.
Anot her point mad e by Aarseth and Mur r
interactive fiction is not primary but shares a roughly equal relevance with
the player/reader/user 6 s physi cal and ment al engac
Aarseth argues is(hant dthel ddakvtadproduces)
Murray posits that interactive fictions like Zork ar e O6partici pator
sense that the player metaphorically converses with the computer program
in order to enahcas etdhes tfiocroyndp u(tlelr?2 , ori gi |
Finally, genre is once again portrayed as salient to formal qualities of
interactive fiction. Murray indicate s that spatially ordered, adventurous
literary genres are ideally suited to the folkloric, participatory qualities of
interactive fiction (79, 130, 192). Although Aarseth argues for an
understanding of interactive fictionds
narrative plot (as part of his attempt to define a new print and digital textual
tradition he refers to as cybertext), his alternative organizational model of
6intrigue, 6 where the player mu s t di sco
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heavily on popular generic conceits and he demonstrates how it functions via
an examination of an interactive fiction detective story (112-28). The
experience of playing a work of interactive fiction is central to understanding
its function, but that experience is governed by how the work is authored,
both as a text which intersects with the literary (Gothic) tradition and as a
program which simulates (Gothic) effects for the player.

In the last seven years, cornerstone work primarily by Nick Montfort and
to a lesser extent by Jeremy Douglass has outlined potential concefions of
the for mds digital poetics and hel ped d
interactive fi ct ilbBoth eritic§ comtench that iptéraztivee nt s .
fictions produce narratives through player interaction (Montfort, Twisty
Little Passages 3 ; Geifierating Narrative Variation in Interactive Fiction 01,

155, D o €agmimansl £inesoB896). In addition, both critics indicate the

need for analytical methodologies for studying interactive fiction, and all of

the approaches they suggest relate to elementsof he f or més poeti cs.

several of the methods they promote prove too form-based or too broad to be

cohesively valuable for the specific ai ms

6frustration aestheticsd indicates intera

production of simulated Gothic experiences for the player in some of my

works.2Dougl ass contends that oO6frustrationo
f

aesthetics in part because interactive i
system of rigid constraint s 0 and al so because it i s
aut hored constraints of ten Ainvol ve the
cruel ly) of the interactor 6ssnuldtignlaady er 6 s ]

reach a t er miComnanddihesslb6r5€).0Autljofed constraint,
developed discretely in individual works, is seen to simulate the Gothic
experience of frustrating limitations for the player, in particular when it
functions to create distance between the player and the player character.

1Mo nt f extensidesand varied work on interactive fiction and narrative has been fundamental to my
understanding of the mediaform. Dougl assd® work has been particularly relevan

and value of close 6readingso6 of individual works.
2vontfortoes methods i ncl ud e oncas aliterard reldle im Dwisty hittleiPassagesa ct i ve f i ct
37-63 and increasingly narratological conceptions of how simulation and narrative function together at

di fferent |l evels of the media for m GeneratiigNarrativat i ve i n Digita
Variation in Interactive Fiction02 6. Asi de from o6frustration aesthetics, 6 Doug
code, 0 which presents a model of how the player mentally <co

interact i v@mrhancLineésd n-A%.MAlthdugh | do not employ these models cohesively in my own
approach | will draw on select points made by both critics in individual analyses.
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Al ongside aMohtbouglbassd concerns with

have helped clarify the function and terminology of specific elements of the

media form, especially with regard to the player and the player character.

Although both Montfort and Douglass convincingly argue for use of the term
6interactord to describe the Eeeramomgn i nte
Narrative Variation in Interactive Fiction 62 9 Confinand Lineso1%13), | use

t he mor e common term Oo6player, 6 favore
community, t hroughout this study for the particular purpose of highlighting

the metaphorical relationship between the player and the player character.

This relationship is frequently the basis for simulated Gothic effects in the

four interactive fictions | examine. Fol | owi ng Mont fort, I use
characterdé to describe the character ent
in the i nt er d&eneratnge Narfative tVariation in( Ifiteractive

Fiction 0 39).13In the four works | examine, the player character functions as
a focalizing interface through which the player may encounter and affect
environment(s), characters, items, and so forth. This understanding is
partially supported by Montfortds sugge:
sort o f hick the plalee mustwse in order to experience and affect

the world presented in the interactive f
140) . Douglass®é <conception al so |l ends ¢
character as an interface through which the player may affect the interactive

fiction, as he argues that the player ct

player as s/he directs the action in the interactive fiction ( iCommand Lineso
207). The four works in this study follow the interactive fictio n convention of
using the secondperson form of address to refer to the player character
entity. This conceit further emphasizes the focalizing function of the player
character.

Critically, the player character interface is not neutral; the player
characters in the works | examine are authored creations who exhibit
feelings, concerns, desires, crippling personal dilemmas, and so forth which

constrain or govern the playerds abilit.y
reason, | posit that the manner in which the player is allowed to progress
through these works is founded on the p

the player character. As this relationship is rarely apparent at the beginning

13Douglassprefersthetermanotagonist,()i n the sense of o6first actor, 6 as part
describ ng the entity as one who perfor ms & ommandiisese®7. t he dir e
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ofawork,t he pl ayer 6s ef the player characterlarmlderor about
his situation in the scenario may be described as a continued effort to
embody the player character. Embodiment refers not to any sort of
emotional identification with the character, though that may well occur, but
to the pl ay ean®fsthe fntitatibns, goals, abditie$ and functions
of the authored player character entity in its relationship to the setting,
characters and items in the interactive fiction and to use that information as
the basis for guiding the player character1*The ter m éembodi ment
a corporeal perspective; the player must usually consider (though perhaps
not envision) the player character as a physical agent in the spatial world of a
work. In this respect the relevance of embodiment in these works is smilar
to its relevance in narrative. In an article on narrative theory and character,
Geni e Babb argues that i ssues of embodi |
that even omniscient narrators in texts tend to present information through
corporeal means, indicating smells, sounds, sights and other body-in-world
details even when it is obvious that the narrator is not an actual figure in the
story (207, 203-05). Since the extent of this corporeal perspective is
inherently tied to conceptions of subjectivity (r elevant for the fashion in
which these works express the Gothic), the emphasis on physicality in the
player character interface is seen to vary from work to work.15 In addition,
although embodiment may be seen as an implicit aspect of interacting with
the four works in this study, | will only discuss embodiment in my analyses
when an individual work calls attention to this process via difficulties,
changes or hi ndrances to the playerbds eff
at various points in traversal. Such difficulties often signal Gothic effects.
Although Douglass resists a conception of the player character as capable
of being embodied, his arguments derive from a holistic conception of the
aesthetics of interactive fiction which, while credible, does not acknowledge
the manner in which particular works may investigate conceptions of
subjectivity via the player character interface. Rather than situate the player
character as the locus for interaction, Douglass argues that the player does
not Ostpelearybert hcehar act er , s/ he fisteers the

1411 the latter respect embodiment involves more than the readerly identification with a character in a
narrative.

15For a discussion of how embodiment (as it relates to subjectivity) is becoming increasingly relevant in
contemporary discourses, see Balsamo 3. For an example of how embodiment may form the primary lens for
investigating texts, see Dickinson.
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204). This conception of the player engaging the work as a whole provides
the foundation for his discussion of Oi
model of the operational logic of the simulated world which a player creates
in learning to understand and even predict how things work in an interactive
fiction (69). While O6implied coded6 does
considering what is involved in &Ektet eract
is designed to encompass interactive fiction generally, including those works
which feature multiple player characters or, more rarely, do not have one
(see APl ayer Charactero). This analytic
purposes, as the player daracter is central to player interaction in each of
the works in this study as well as primary with regard to the Gothic effects
produced. Douglass raises two additional objections to player character
embodiment. First, he decries the idea of the playerchar act er as a 0r
suggested mu c h earlier by Sar ah Sl oane
Realities and the ReadingWr i t i ng Rel ati onship, o6 on t
metaphor ignores the linguistic command needed to control the player
character and also falsely suggests that the player/puppeteer is free to
control the puppet as s/ he -8®)i Bhyhave ( ACo
conception of embodiment neither ignores the semiotic basis of the
relationship between the player and player character (in fact it i s the textual
qualities of this relationship which are highlighted in the analyses) nor
assumes the latter to be a freely governed, empty shell. Second, Douglass
implies that the notion of the player embodying the player character leads to
a non-critical conf I at i on of t he pl ay eCommandd pl a
Linesd206-07).16 | agree with this concern and treat these entities separately
throughout this study, especially when | am discussing aspects of traversal.

The term 6traver sal dttionsindiogresding tiroughh e pl a
an interactive fiction and as such provides a perspective for examining a
wor kds digital poetics. Mont fort sugges
fiwhat happens in one or more sessions, 3
apl ayer 06complGeheemtnd Namative &ari&tion(infilnteractive
Fictono 3 2 ;Twissyd itle Passages 32). Like Douglass, | have adopted
this term from Montfort , but | use the concept of traversal somewhat more

16 one reason for this frequent conflation is th e secondperson form of address. Many players, including
several reviewers, describe their traversal of a work as if they were the agent performing actions within the
fictional setting.
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broadly to indicate any degree oft he pl ayer s interaction wi
through a wor k, and so | am careful t o
6compel,ed encompas s efor counse througmaeworg, amdtso

forth. The act of traversal is complex and involves the playerin several

activities which include, but are not limited to, reading and interpreting

texts, experimenting with writing commands, making decisions and devising
strategies for progression, exploring 0s
interacting with or using items. As several of these activities are focalized

through the player character interface, traversal also involves the implicit

process of embodying the player character. Based on what is involved in

traversal, the digital poetics of an interactive fiction derive from textual

poetics, of course, but also from prepr ogr ammed rul es, 6pa
potentialities as well as other issues related to player agency. However, the
pl ayerés progress through a work is also

narrative or, in some cases, harratives. As player traversal and narrative
production are ultimately governed by the manner in which digital poetics
ar e empl oyed t o produce an overall 60exp
interactive fiction determine, via their construction, the relative significance
of traversal and/or narrative. 17 My analyses are structured to indicate how
the four works in this study individually configure digital poetics in order to
produce Gothic effects.
The concept of traversal, of moving through space, involves a conception
of the fictional space of the interactive fiction as a simulated &vorld.6 Whi | e
this simulated world is materially distir
may be produced by a text narrative, the manner in which a work projects a
world (or not) is particular to the individual work. Brian McHale suggests

that fiction, whose ontological foundati o
book and its typography, o projects a poss
in, imagined, wi shed f or etc., by some human age

like a reader, a player may also develop a mental conception of a world from
an interactive fiction, the work itself is materially distinct as it is a computer

17 digital media scholarship it is common to refer to the complex adions involved in the reception of a

digitalwork as an O6exper i eForeadplegifn tihRel awoi r8kgoir-tare ,&Mohtiore

contends that Emily SSawir-Fadesi nivnotlewreasc ta viep Ifaiyc teixopner i ence, 0 far
solving, © and fex p eeraidebn@oyevérsely,Engberg consistently argues that digital poems are not

just read but o6éexperienced,® a term she uses arangé ndi cate fa
of cont ext uAlthoughddwnoowu s® &Gexperienced with this degree of spe
throughout this study to indicate a p | saoyeeall Sense of a work.
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program which models the setting, physical laws, objects and characters of a
worl d Vi a t he pl ayer és i nteraction wi t
iGenerating Narrative Variation i n Il nt
fiCommand Li ne sAvatads9of StoryRIR8. rDespite this material
difference in media forms, an individual interactive fiction may configure its
textual and simulated projection of a world in a manner which obfuscates
this distinction for the player. For example, in an article which explores the
firichly simul aofed EmiFl ywSa8dir-&are,dMontfort
contrasts Shortés work to a work whose
very satisfyingly systematic worl do an
devel oped narrative el ements which neve
deepl y simul ated wor | &avoir{Fared a ¥88)BAymoteo Sol v
extreme example of an interactive fiction which creates a rich narrative
worl d without si mul at i rnRamesed Acdorsing $ot e p hen
veteran interactive fiction reviewer Duncan St evens, the work©os
interactivity [1is] among its primary vVvil
command the recalcitrant player character it is also possible to complete the
wor k by repeatedly typing t hRameseso mma n d
i R a me sWhiledthe distinction between textually -projected and simulated
worlds may be relevant when distinguishing between media forms, these
varied examples of how works present worlds to players blur this distinction
and underscore the need to examine the part cul ar s -oUi lédwonrgl éd i
individual works. The manner in which the individual works in this study
present a world (or the suggestion of a world) will be indicated in each
analytical chapter.

Overall, critical analyses of interactive fiction have prim arily focused on
defining and investigating interactive fiction generally as a media form or
else contextually with regard to other forms of digital or print textuality. In
this study I demonstrate that an appro
careful analyses of individual works is both possible, now that much work
has been conducted to clarify formal aspects of interactive fiction, and also
necessary for a more sophisticated understanding of how (Gothic) generic
elements are authored in contemporary works. To borrow from Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak®obs di scussion about
comparative literature, reading a work closely in its original form allows for a
more open critical investigation of the particulars of the work as they shape
larger discourses than performing a distanced reading which examines the
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wor k against the closed fitaxonomieso whic
Although the value of single-wor k anal ysis has been i mpl:i
careful presentation of the diversity of individual interactive fictions
(AFretting t he P | -45) emd pditly adenzonstrated &via 1 4 1

investigations of for mal el ements in exem
Solve Savoir-Faire 0 ; Mont fort and Moulthropt AFace
the Jackpoto), few scholarly analyses ex
Douglass directly addresses the |l ack of w

interactive fiction criticism:

Browsing through stacks of critical monographs, piles of papers, and a tard

drive of files, | am struck by the infrequency with which | encounter close

readings i or rather, close interactions 1 in relation to these [study] objects: a

rarity of extended critical engagements with not only the form but also the

texture of IF works as they unfold for us in all their aesthetic particularity.

( @ommand Lines636)
Accordingly, although his dissertationoés
interactive media for m, Dougl ass perf or me
individual works, in cluding one of my corpus works, Slouching Towards
Bedlam.18 With regard to general interactive fiction scholarship, extended,
careful analysis of individual works is necessary to address issues neglected
by the broader investigations of form, including thos e related to, as Douglass
puts it fithe human uses of human arto (3
human subjectivity, central to the Gothic, are pertinent in this regard; for
example, the political aspects of gender have been greatly overlooked in
interactive fiction studies, even when more superficial concerns have been
addressed (Montfort, Twisty Little Passages 1565 9 ; D o u@ommand , fi
Linesd6 12091 ; iCategory: Soci al | ssueso) . An
generic conventions, tropes and elements is also remarkably absent in
current research, despite the prominent mention narrative genres receive in
much scholarship. My study addresses these concerns as they function
specifically and particularly in individual interactive fictions. To my
knowledge, this dissertation presents the first book -length collection of in -
depth critical analyses of contemporary interactive fictions.

18 ¢jose reading methodologies haveoften been seen as poblematic in digital media studies, in part due to

earlymisconcepti ons related to worksdé for mal properties. However
appreciation of such methodologies. For claims asserting the relevance of particular, focused considerations

of individual works, see Van Looy and Baetens 710 and Bardzell.
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Media -Specific Methodology: Conceptual Biases in the

Interactive Fiction Authoring System

As a media form, my corpus works are spatially-structured, provide telling
constraints for the player (primarily via the player character) and function as
computer-mediated means through which to produce narrative. As
individual works they marry textual authorship to diverse configurations of
the formbés digital poetics in ways
Accordingly, the method | use for extended, in-depth analyses of these works
is media-specific to the extent that | consider spatial construction, player
constraint and narrative production as related to the conceptual biases
inherent in the programming system used to design these works. This
methodological perspective is intended to take into account aspects of the
interactive fiction authoring process in much the same manner as a reader of
print fiction understands the basic process of writing and is aware of
organizational and aesthetic narrative devices. This approach is not so
rigorous as to preclude consideration of the individual manner in which
works express themselves tlough interaction, as will be evident in the
chapter analyses.

As the critics discussed in the previous section variously indicate, an
analysis of interactive fiction should be media-specific, that is it should take
into account the particular aspects ofthe f or més di gi t al
of the most well-known proponents of media-specific analysis of digital
works, and she describes it asa ficriticism that pays attention to the material

apparatus produci ng WitigeMadhines e20)a Megdia-wo r k 0

specific analysis, then, includes a sense of how the computer, running an
authored computer program, facilitates the production of a work for the
reader/player. Sloane indicates the potential complexities involved in this
type of analysis.

When we look for the traces of an author within the bob and weave of an
advanced story generation system [. . .] we must look into the materials of
production themselves, into the gaps and silences of story and teller, to see the
reflections of body, mind, and cultura | milieus of their creators. While some

would argue that all written fiction is separated from its composers [. . .]

digital fictions expand those distances [. . .] especially when the prose, pace,
and sequencing of stories is adjusted by computer. Digita | Fictions 66-67,

original emphasis)

An examination of the computerds
pace, and sequencing of storieso
compl exity, as adjust ment occurs i
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users (almost) never see, ranging from source code to object code to the

alternating vol tages t hat correlate wi t

Electronic Literature 163-64).1° While the interaction of programming codes

within t he comput e cassmry forathee execatibni df yan i s ne

interactive fiction, my method for analysis only acknowledges general

conceptual biases in the authoring system used to create each work. This

limitation is partly due to the typical unavailability of programming codes for

a work and partly due to the gap between a program and the interaction it

enables. Montfort makes the significant point that different programs may

nonetheless produce the same result in traversal, so rather than focus on

details like code, a critical analysis of an interactive fiction only needs to

consi der it he program instead as a bl ac

gener at es GenaratipguNamativé Yiariation in Interactive Fiction 0

28).20 A broad, conceptual sense of how interactive fiction functions as an

authored program is also relevant with regard to the approach taken

generally in the interactive fiction &écomi
A brief overview of the steps involved in producing and running an

interactive fiction will help to clarify how a conceptual underst anding of

programming or coding practices may provide the basis for a media-specific

analysis. Put simply, authors write works in a textual format which braids

programming language and English fiction together into a script called the

source code. The souce code, which | will describe in greater detail below,

i can bdeadmitteddy chfter a little tuiton [..]by humansd (Firth

Kesserich 18)21 However, for the source code to function as a program it

must be compiled by a related program into machine-readable language.

This o6translationd produces a fAbinary fi

which is called the story file (Firth and Kesserich 19). The file that is

downloaded from a database such asThe Interactive Fiction Archive is this

binary story file. To be able to run the story file on a computer, however, an

1¢codeis a general term for the languages that are used for humancomputer communication as well as

internal machine routines. In digital media studies there is much debate about the necessity of understanding

program code. For example, Mateas argues that secalled new media scholars should read code as a

meaningful part of a work in AProcedural Literacy.o In cont
limitations surrounding such an approach, see Wardrip -Fruin 36 -38.

20 \ontfort is care ful to assert that reading code as part of analysis is also valuable; he primarily argues that

it is not necessary Geaerating Neeraktiveb/ariatioraimlatdragtive Fiction 828 enotdi7.

21| ke a fictional manuscript draft, the sourc e code maycontain comments or notes from the author which

have no bearing on theinteractive fiction when it is executed.
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interpreter program is needed. Similar to a computer program like Windows
Media Player, the interpreter is used to open and run the story file in the
same way that a media file can be viewedand manipulated in Media Player .
The interpreter program the player uses configures a particular graphical
user interface through which the player traverses a work. For that reason, |
use the same interpreter for traversing each work.22 In short, as with many
files playable in Media Player, interactive fictions are produced using a
separate set of software tools which, although significant as a lens for the
authoring process, the player need never encounter. This set of software
tools governs the production and function of the source code.
In order to limit the formal conceptual aspects which affect my media -
specific analyses, the four works | examine have been chosen partly because
they share the same authoring software tools. All of the interactive fictions in
this study were written wusing Graham Ne
version six, one of the most popular programming tool kits for creating
interactive fiction around the turn of the century (Firth and Kesserich 9;
Mo nt f oQeneratingfiNarrative Variation in Interactive Fiction 0 16).
Basically, Inform 6 is a series of programming tools which includes the
programming language used to program the work to begin with (terms,
syntax and punctuation), a library of commonly used codes and the compiler
program. The programming language, which an interactive fiction author
must learn, acts as a framework within which the author writes the fictional
text which the player reads in traversal (that is, the descriptions of locations,
events, items, characters, andso forth). This initial script of fictional and
program text is the source code, and while it is itself a program which
governs aspects of traversal, Inform 6 also includes preexisting bits of code
which are o6call ed6 or actrasesaThieablledtign key t
of codes is referred to as the library, and by calling specific files in it an
author incorporates both required and, if desired, optional features in her or
his interactive fiction without having to program those features or even see
the program code which governs them (ALI
Inform 6 represent a default or standard system of programming routines
which translate to behaviors in traversa

22 1he interpreter | use is Windows Frotz 2002 , written by David Kinder. According to The Interactive
Fiction Wiki , the Frotz interpret er i s fAper hapsowheamdspowel aro of the inte
used to run story files written in the coding system used
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they represent a particular set of quasi-normative perspectives, practices and
approaches to what an interactive fiction is and how it may be played.

The most important imaginative frame for an author using Inform 6 is an
understanding of object-oriented design; the work is defined as a series of

objects, each with its own specific prop:¢
variables which together represent the capabilities and current status of
some specific component of the model wor |

emphases). As bits d code, objects discretely encapsulate both data

properties and the procedures that pertain to them, which means that an

object in a program usually corresponds directly to an item encountered in
traversal (Murray 78, i Ob | e erdctivg fictiolNear | y ¢

may be regarded as an object: each Aroom
player [character] sees and touches is an object; indeed the player
[character] hersel f is also an object (on

| i br aFirtl and Kesserich 50; see Nelson76).23 These different types of
objects have certain rules. For example, all spaces in an interactive fiction
must be represented as rooms and the player character must always be
located in a room.24 The fundamental focus on objects is apparent also in the
source code script; although it may be written in any order it is common for

it to be organized by object (Nelson 47). This conceptual sense of objects as
inherently contained d both data properties and allowable proceduresd is the
fundamental ordering basis for an author creating an interactive fiction, as it
is the potential relationships between objects that are most relevant in
traversal of a work. Objects in an interactive fiction reveal their often subtle
properties via relationships to other objects. Traversal is, in many ways,
about discovering these relationships.

With Inform 6 the primary conceptual frame for programming an
interactive fiction is the overarching ordering logic related to object -oriented
design, where objeds form the basic structuring unit in a work. Knowledge
of how objects are used and function in Inform 6 provides a sense of the
medi a for mdés speci fic 6bl ack boxé and
ramifications for the creative process. While my purpose is not to attempt to

23 A room is any specific location, be it indoors or outside.

24 ps they are the primary means of localizing information and events in traversal, room names are used as
the basic means for citing specific information or simulated actions throughout this dissertation. In some
cases, O0documentsd which the pl a)ypgecficiofbrmatienct er may read are
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di scover an authoro6s intention wit-h an i
specific o6black boxd allows me to eval
encountered in traversal may be more relevant for analysis than others in
much the same manner t hat a readerds knowl ed ¢
may help determine pertinent details in a text. 2> Of course, as interactive
fictions are not merely computer programs the pertinent details for analysis
of a work include both program conceits and textual conceits, especially
when they function together in order to produce a Gothic effects.

Although | examine relevant Gothic elements comprehensively in the
individual, in -depth analyses of Nevermore, Anchorhead, Madam Spi der o
Web and Slouching Towar ds Bedlam, a brief presentation of how my media-
specific methodology underpins analysis may prove illuminating. For
instance, attention to the qualitesof 6t hi ngd obj ect s, progr at
for the player-player character relationship and the varied function of
endings in the works helps elucidate how these interactive fictions express
the Gothic in the production of narrative. Examples of elements in these
categories are dealt with here in isolation for the sake of simplicity; in the
chapter analysesthese elements are examined within the fictional, holistic
contexts produced in traversal.

As the main structuring element in coding a work and as elements which
frequently provide a focal point for traversal, objects are necessarily central
to my analyses Three types of objects are relevant for Gothic expression in
the following chapters: items (things), non -player characters and rooms 26 In
Nevermore, the alchemical books are significant because the manner in
which the player c¢har spravides a cardryl stdpgapa d 6 t |
for traversal. The O0snack6 di sMadamer ed [
Spi der biscovérdybpertinent to the fragmentation in the work, and
several technological apparatuse$ each object with its own particular
function d in Slouching Towards Bedlam are essential to completing the
work. Non-player character objects have a built-in level of complexity simply
because they require additional coding t
to interpersonal c oommatmask ,sbu cht easl , &k idbsssl

25 a5 my approach is formal and | am concerned with investigating the manner in which these works express
the Gothic as a type of electronic literature, | have not contacted the authors in my study to discuss analyses
and | reference any comments they have made about their own work only sparingly.

26 Non-player characters are any of the characters in a work who are not the player character.
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(Firth and Kesserich 87). However, generically relevant non-player
characters include the unexpectedly present Lenore in Nevermore, the
informative magic shop proprietor in  Anchorhead and the grotesque Madam
Spiderin Madam Spi d.eRodns aré\telévant not just because they
provide the underlying framework for locations in an interactive fiction but
because room descriptions are central both to helping the player understand
their function and to contributing to the atmosphere of a work (see Nelson
396-399). Atmosphere and place are major concerns in the Gothic genre, of
course, so rooms become particularly relevant when spatial tropes from the
Gothic function within a work, as is the case with the labyrinthine Narrow
Corridor series of rooms or the changing accessibility of the Hidden Court
room in Anchorhead. Several rooms in Madam Spi detrigdes We b
unexpected memories for the player character and entering certain rooms in
Slouching Towards Bedlam provokes strange verbal ejaculations from the
player character. In Nevermore, the final room distinctly confines the player
character.

Oof i mportance i n my study i s a consid
6relationship6 to the player chal?acter i
This relationship relates to the player character object but also to a complex
combination of programming issues related to other objects. The player
character interface is an entity which the player must learn to embody,
paying attention to the player char act er 0 s, daggies hesqgrhic oncer n:
situation in the narrative scenario and
inherent process of embodiment is part of traversal, but in some cases it is
made explicit by unexpected difficulties, changing allowances or hindrances
built i nto t he Npvermgree and Ma daine . Spil der 6s We
problems with player character embodiment at certain points during
traversal signal Gothic effects of profound containment for the player. In
Anchorhead, the process d embodiment is implicit for the bulk of traversal
to a winning ending, but is unexpectedly restricted in the epilogue, alongside
a narrative shift in the playero6s for mal
These joint changes simulate helplessness in te play er 6 s role and
generate a readerly sense of terror. In Slouching Towards Bedlam,
embodiment is not made explicit; rather, it is the essential nature of the

27 For an argument which emphasizes the need for further scholarship examining this important rel ationship
in interactive fiction studies, see Keller 295.
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playerds relationship to the player <cha
forthe simulat ed vul nerability of the playerods
Finally, the manner in which endings are employed in my four works
proves telling for the sense of each work as a whole. An interactive fiction
terminates itself when it meets programmed conditions which may be said to
provide, if not always closure, a sense of insight (or denial of the same)
regarding how to interpret the work. The endings of Nevermore,
Anchorhead and Madam Spi d acaludesa fiderbom scenario which
is distanced from the rest of the work.28 Otherwise, each work deals with
endings differently: Madam Spi danmd&Ilsuchifg Bowards Bedlam
each have five endings, though only three of the former may be considered
conclusive, albeit ambivalent, and all five of the latter collectively suggest
that ultimately there is no ending. Nevermore6s t wo uncertain
encourage the player to perform a hindsight interpretation of the narrative
produced in traversals. In contrast to the other works, Anchorhead has
overtly ludic or game-like elements and so the endings may be said to
indicate winning and losing 8 though in each case with a Gothic twist.
Although Anchorhead is the only game-like work in my study, my media -
specific analysis obviously involves a focus on the act of traversal which
necessarily includ e s a consideration of t he pl ay
interactive fiction. In each chapter | construct arguments based on the player
reactions, interpretations, constraints, possible actions and other issues
related to the pl ayer l@sargumertseelatedite thenuc h a
player are based on verifiable factors such as the available details at a certain
juncture in traversal or else supported by other individual critical or popular
experiences with the works. However, my discussions of the player are
subjective and governed by my critical concern with how these interactive
fictions mediate the Gothic.

Anxieties of the Subject in the Contemporary Gothic

A presentation of a tradition as lengthy and diverse as the literary Gothic is
beyond the intention and scope of this study. However, it is possible to
loosely define the Gothic as a genre concerned with the vulnerabilities of

28 |n Anchorhead there are adually two final rooms, but as the spaces aresomewhat indistinguishable and
given that the player character can 0hearefpseduesteredhusband fr
location.
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subjectivity . This general perspective is based on recent scholarship which
re-conceptualizes the Gothic. Increasing critical interest in the last decades
has led to a variety of new approaches to and perceptions of Gothic fiction
(Botting, Gothic 17; Heiland 180, 18286; Spooner, Contemporary Gothic

24-25) which have, in turn, led to a number of diverse definitions (see
Spoone and McEvoy 1). The diversity of these definitions causes some
critics to underscore the difficulty of defining the Gothic (Punter and Byron

ix, xviii; Willams 12-17) , whil e other critics only di

of the genre. Recurring parameters include character anxieties related to
time and space. For instance, concern for how the imaginary past affects the

present is conspicuous in many Gothi wor
Got hi c 0 2 5The LitePatume ofelerror 2: 183), as is an emhasis on

how historically, culturally, socially or individually distinct places prove

highly affective to characters (Hogl e, f
of these elements, usually in combination, work to trouble or even
disintegrate the coherenc e of ©6sel f6 or O6identityd in
t hat Got hic fiction investigates isome
guandari es, and sources of anxietyo rel

generally and individually, a sentiment echoed in Steven Bruhmdé s cont ent i on

t hat definitions of 6Got hi c horror

ar e

representation of the thinking subjecto

Kingbés Phall uso 17 eemporalgarametérs and foouden s pati o
the vulnerability of the 6 s el f 6 a rbroadly eemndapsylated in fAvril

Hor ner and Sue Zlosnikbés description of 1
permeability of boundaries,d a concern wh

about the coherence of t he Thelitetatmeof ubj ect o

Terror 2: 184). Based on the diverse ways in which it expresses itself in the
four works in this study, the Gothic is a genre which indicates what

fundamentally troubles human subjectivity, including posthuman

subjectivity, and so may be described as concerned with epistemological,
ideological and ontological boundaries.

Constructions of subjectivity, the
understandably varied and distinct in different discourses from different
social, cultural and historical periods. However, while individual texts may
construct subjectivity in a particular manner , the basic referents for human
subjects and, to a lesser extent, posthuman subjects, remain constant,

especially when contrasted to each other. Thehuman subjectds
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referent is the body, tséxeal cinstiudionoand]c a | en
cul tural product o whi chalporcouwsi defs rméan ifinsg
literary (and other) discourses (Brooks xii). With the liberal humanist
subject whi ch has dominated discourses for
individual 6s sense of what <constitutes t
as it is imagined as a physical container for the soul, thought, spirit and
emotions. The centrality of the body is assumed, for example, in Charles
Taylords exploration of the ¢&éinwardness
subjectivities as they have been constructed in Western thought in Sources of
the Self ( x , 111, 186, 211, 390, 9B war @dhes s
relies on the body as an envelope sepa
feelingsdo from Athe objects in the worl.
(111)?° Gothic writing investigates the explicit and derivative boundaries
which define the coherence of this subject; for example, between
the quick/the dead, eros/thanatos, pain/p
0 nat wrugpled /namaterialtranécendent, man/machine,
human/ vampi ué i emr 6d rHermei and Ziosid 1)
Chapters one through three in this study involve considerations of the Gothic
boundaries to human subjectivity.

I n contrast t o t he human subject, t h
referent is most often information and less frequently the organic body,
though the latter is still relevant. As an underdeveloped conception
compared to the human subject, the posthuman subject may be seen as a
particul ar per manent bl urri ng (idafyles,t he
How We Became Posthuman 2-3; Smelik and Lykke x; Halberstam and
Living ston 2-4). Within this blurring, depictions of the posthuman may
include subjects who perform identity construction as cyborgs via deep
connections to information technology, as is investigated in Donna
Har awayo6s i A Cyborg Mani f esctsowho aref or i
metaphorically or inherently regarded as complex bio-mechanical
information systems themselves, as is explored by Stephen Dougherty in
ACulture in the Disk Drive. o Although tF

=13

29 Traditional Western conceptions of human subjectivity are necessarily problematic from many
contemporary theoretical viewpoints. However, it is not my intention to investigate so large and complex an
issue in this study but rath er to indicate core referents for the particular constructions of subjectivity which
foreground Gothic expression in the four works | examine. For an overview of theoretical approaches to
subjectivity, including political concerns related to gender, race and postcolonial ideologies, see Hall.
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of identity in posthuman cons tructions of subjectivity than in human ones, it

nonetheless may funct i onintesfacantetwdearminds i mi |

and experienceod0 or be narrated fias
through whi ch -based postmhodeonnexpereéetcley i s i
(Bukatman 98, original emphasis). Rather than function as an envelope or
barrier between self and world, as happens predominantly with human
subjectivities, the body in posthuman constructions is less absolute, more
permeable and possibly transformative, reducing or even nullifying the
separation between 06i nrf%As&oncemions of the
posthuman are comparatively nascent in literature and thus also in Gothic
criticism, chapter four of this study attempts to present ho w the Gothic may
function in relation to a particular construction of posthuman subjectivity.
Alongside and perhaps due to the paradigmatic upheaval signified by
changing conceptions of subjectivity, contemporary Gothic critics
increasingly investigate specific, contextually-based perspectives on how the
genre promulgates itself. The current difficulty and disinterest attached to
defining the genre testifies to this move away from the absolutes which
earlier dominated critical approaches. In contrast to scholarship which

a si
nscri

ar |
t e

be

d o6out

vi ewed the Gothic through a | ens where

enduring human qualities, instincts

and

seen a ri se in fimateriali st feminist

Gothic [. . .] in opposition to such essen
Townshend, General Introduction 14).31For exampl e, Hor
groundbreaking study of the comic turn in the genre specifically addresses

ti al
ner

\Y
e |
an
S t

and

areas overlooked by fAtheGotrhhodoxi acpaunt

emphasis on individual analyses of texts which have fallen into obscurity,
whi ch have been overl ooked i n Got
contained within the conventional

30 The blurred conception of self and world depicted in constructions of posthuman subjectivity has the
potential to produce a profound rethinking of traditional aesthetics in Gothic fiction. For instance, one quality

of Gothic writing which might be seen as a defining trait is the significance of space as it relates to character
anxiety, developed through countless narratives in which fears are connected to crypts, labyrinths, mazelike
urban alleyways, weather-beaten heaths, tension-fraught domestic spaces and so forth. However, these spatial
anxieties derive from the body-in-world aesthetic of human subjectivity and may not be relevant for

depictions of posthuman subjectivity in which the separation of self and world is not necessary for the

stability of the subject. My broader contention that the Gothic investigates human and posthuman subject
anxieties is intended to encompass traditional and contemporary fictional expressions of the Gothic.

hic

Got hi

31Takentoexcess,partimlar approaches may also prove problematic.

Mighall express great concern regarding critical trends in which anti-realist and poststructuralist theories
seem to preclude considering a work, especially an older work, within its historical context.
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particularisals o apparent in David Punter and Gl

to Gothic studies, The Gothicc, whi ch descri bes fAwhat con

via a consideration of the fdghtdviiters du al

who each demonstrater thredand oovn Gaotahlritad & ull

Spooner contends that the i mmense diver

generic elements enables a Aresurgence c

of contemporary cultured based oer- il oca

ar c hi ngComtemeabary Gothic 156). The Gothic in Contemporary

Interactive Fictions supports and contributes to investigations of the Gothic

as it is expressed O6locallyd by focusin

mediate the poetics of geneiic conventions and elements. While a number of

general conclusions about how the Gothic is remediated in contemporary

interactive fiction may be drawn from this study , my purpose is chiefly to

examine how individual works 6sphesé Vvhe

singul ar fApermutationso of generic el eme
Il nvestigation of t he Got hicds spread

emerging area in contemporary Gothic criticism to which this dissertation

contributes. To my knowledge, there are as yet nodeveloped investigations

of the Gothic in text-based electronic literature, to say nothing of interactive

fiction. The literary Gothic has long been known to hop media boundaries,

including early (eighteenth century) remediations into plays and operas

(Hoglna,r oflluct i ono 1) -adafidddo mgdeahshifes suctsaswe | |

these because it provides a filanguage ar

can talk about fear and anxiety, o which

different creative and cultural fo rms (Spooner, Contemporary Gothic 30).

Gothic criticism from the last few decades has investigated a number of these

forms, including film (Brophy, Clover), music subcultures (Young, Eckart),

graphic novels (Punter, The Literature of Terror 2: 146-49; Smith , iGot hic

and t he Gr ap h iptayind games|(Fyhr,,.De mookh kabyrinterna

[The Dark Labyrinths ]| 144-48) and other diverse media.32 However,

research into the ongoing fAproliferatio

relatively under-r esear che(dSpaoeaod, iGot hi c Medi &

criticism of the Gothic in digital media specifically is a particularly unformed

field. Notably, this is not because the Gothic is under-represented in digital

32 ps criticism in many of these areas is quite extensive, these sources should only be seen as examples.
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media; in fact, Heather Anne Wozniak posits that digital media fihas pr oven

to be an especially fertile site for the
As a compani on eHestanic Litemture HM&oyzl neisabk 6 s s hor t
ASites of Di sturbance: The Gothic in EIle
literary Gothi c6s f or mal and thematic remediati
el ectronic l'iterature. Ot her schol ars h a
recycle itself in other digital medi a for
New Media Art, 0 Wendy tHme | felma u mtviersg i gfat ei
bodies and objectso in digital artwor k. [

Whittaker surveys the many ways which the internet and related software
provide the potential for Gothic development in online communities, social
forums and fan-based modes of information distribution. As is indicated by
these three approaches, the diversity of Gothic digital media provides
scholars with a myriad of objects and phenomena for examination.
A number of scholars have considered the intersedions of the Gothic and
video or computer games. Although these analyses are less relevant to the
particular, wholly -textual and media-specific underpinnings of my study
because they involve a number of audievisual games with radically diverse
material (programming) bases, some of the issues they raise related to
interaction and play are pertinent. For example, Geoff King and Tanya
Krzywinska stress the relevance of narrative genres such as horror or the
Gothic in establishing evocative game spaces inTomb Raiders and Space
Invaders (see 5459), an emphasis on the importance of atmosphere and
environment which Fyhr also supports in De morka labyrinterna (144-48).
Computer games are also apposite to Fred
contemporary Gothic wor ks i n AAftergothic: Consumpt
Bl ack Holes.d Although Bottibogm,S8ienty refer
Hill , Resident Evil and Tomb Raider as part of a larger argument related to
the fcultural exhaustionodo wviinss@MW), ke i n pos
nonetheless connects the remediated revitalization of generic elements in the
highly visual game formats to the literary Gothic tradition (277 -82).
Conversely, Krzywinska investigates horror-based video games from a
formal, media-specific pers pect i ve -Dn Relands. 0 Al thoug
arguments compare and contrast two particular video games to horror film
rather than the literary Gothic, Krzywinska makes the significant point that
the playerés sense of contr étlarehagbeerer ned f
authored, forms the basis of experiencing horror (see 208, 216). A more
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extended investigation of how conventions from the Gothic and horror films
wor k subversively i n video games
di s s er tNatbfiweman Bdrn: Monstrous Interfaces and Monstrosity in
Video Games 0 Tayl or conducts t hematic

fractured identities, ruinous spaces,

video games which may be loosely categorized as belonging to hat she

terms the Aludic Gothico (6). Although

Krzywinska and Taylor support arguments | make in individual chapters, |
reference them sparingly as my study more specifically examines the

remediation of Gothic elements in éspacesd where the

player control are governed textually .33

Postmodern Developments in Gothic Interactive Fictions

Interactive fictions are overtly material forms; however, in the four works |

examine there is an increasingly postmodem shift toward the rhetorical use

of formal structures (encountered in traversal) to simulate Gothic effects.

The postmodern developments | identify in Nevermore, Anchorhead,
Madam Spi deand sSloudhiag Towards Bedlam contribute to

contemporary Gothic research that is increasingly concerned with devices of

form and receptive effects in print

interest in the related questions of gothic aesthetics and the reception of the

got hico has gai ned 5y, rmepart nflmencedHyy itHea n d

perspective shift away from essentialist readings in favor of contextual ones.

I'n my study, the playerdés ability
foundation for examining the relationship between Gothic aesthetics and

6reception. d The p a-player charhcterraatiomshipstwille s e

be examined in detail in each chapter alongside specific intersections of the
Gothic and postmodernism. However, the formal structures of the

t

nv

g ¢

I

er

1¢

go

p

interactive fictions, aswellast he sense of how the player

also contribute to greater and greater Gothic simulation when the works are
viewed in sequence.

33 Digital narratives exist within a complex media ecology. The interactive fictions in this study do not derive
solely from a textual tradition but are likely to have been influenced by or exhibit connections to other media
forms. For discussions surrounding the contemporary tendency towards media convergence, see Pool 2324
and Jenkins 3, 11, 1416. However, as the works | exanine are predominantly textual media forms which are
explicitly and/or implicitly related to literary Gothic traditions, | have limited the scope of my study in order

to focus on primarily textual influences.
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These postmodern Gothic works deal with unstable constructions of
subjectivity, and as such reflect uncertainty in form and narrative.
Specifically, the interactive fictions | examine reflect Gothic elements which
correspond to postmodern tendencies toward self-awareness or self
reflexivity, the indeterminacy of spaces and subjective boundaries, self
fragmentation and occlusion, and recursive narrative structures which are

al so associated wi t h 6cybergothic, o a

vulnerabilities of posthuman subjectivity.

I n chapter one | Neweanore: Ar Intdeetivee Gathicl |
As an adaptat i on of Edgar Al | an Poeds
Nevermore is inherently a self-aware work in which self-reflexivity extends
to the remediated use of the Gothic

burial &8 whi ch f unGothic wonks,iike poStraoceldnsfictipns,e m.
ces ar

se-consci ousl vy ispeak in ot her Voi
undermine the coherent reader-aut hor relationshipo

6s
f amous

conyvel

via

exaggeration or incoherence (loyd-Smith, A Post moder ni sm/ Got hi ci
The raven undermines coherence in Poebds poem by e
perceived as communication to the narrato

an afterlife, a potential communication which is ultimately profoundly
indeterminate and which, via the anguish it causes,leads t o t he
increasing figurative spatial constriction. The metaphorical boundaries to
communication and space indicate the Gothic conventions of the
unspeakable and live burial, conventions which elucidate barriers for the
soul-in-body human subject which are profoundly disturbing (Sedgwick 12 -
14). In Nevermore, the raven is not mysterious but simply a companion
which follows the player character from room to room like an overt reminder

of intertextuality and familiar uncertainty. However, | con tend that the

narr a

disruptive, self-r ef | exi ve poetics of the unspeakab

series of alchemical texts. With these difficult to read books, communication
is blocked or rendered uncertain on two levels for the player: access to all of
the information in the texts is obscured by the random presentation of
passages and the script in the books is encrypted. In addition, while the

narratordéds metaphorical l'ive bur ial in th
space and increasingly supineposture i n a single room, the p
live burial in the interactive fiction is more overtly incoherent as it involves
mysterious movement to an unconnected room which seems removed from
any sense of oO6realityd i n ttheee,theyplayeral | set
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cannot get the player character to leave the room and is likely to be at least
somewhat surprised by what s/he finds. With the remediated use of the
unspeakable and live burial conventions, Nevermore alludes to the poetics of
i The Randadimeres to Gothic reinvention for the player.

Postmodern indeterminacy, especially with regard to the tensions
between spaces and subjective boundaries, is apparent in the means through

whi ch t he trope of t he l abyrintils i s r
Anchorhead: An Interactive Gothic , discussed in chapter two. The sense that
no Apoint on the map is exactly where o

50) indicates the bewildering uncertainty of the labyrinth, a spatial -
psychological trope distressing to the thinking, seeking human subject. |
argue that the Gothic labyrinth functions as a demarcated site where
oppositions depicted as needful in the text blur subversively, forcing a
character to struggle to navigate between conflicting conditions, states o
concepts. I n H. P. Lovecraftobs moder ni
boundaries related to the stability of space and the scientific basis of life in
the universe are dissolved for characters in labyrinths. In Anchorhead,
boundaries are excessively blirred as the collapsed oppositions within the
|l abyrinth do not necessarily O0resetod6 whe
implicate the instability of the boundaries of the labyrinth itself. Not neatly
contained, the poetics of the labyrinth convention in Anchorhead
demonstrate that unlike Gothic works of earlier periods (such as the
moderni st period) t he post moder n Got hi
boundarieso (Botting, AAftergothico 281)
player. Although collapsed oppositions and normative boundaries are
seemingly restored by the end of a successful traversal, the instability of
boundaries emphasizes the formally reflexive function of the labyrinth in the
interactive fiction. Wherwhas hGdthkei oifmpdti
reader is placed in a situation of ambiguity with regard to fears within the
t ext o (TReuLitetatune pf Terror 2: 183), postmodern Gothic fictions
such asAnchorhead mor e overtly enforce ambiguity
ultim ately questioning the foundations of contemporary epistemological
boundaries.

While fragmentation is a long-standing trope in Gothic works,
postmodern fragmentation more explicitly works at the levels of formal
structure and plot to purposefully occlude things vital to the text. Such
fragmentation is essential to the At he ¢
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postmodern Gothic fiction (Punter and Byron 51). In the fragmented
narratives produced vMadama®$eri d,avhidhef W8hr a
| discu s s i n chapter three, tfragenentgtiona y e r ch
indicated by the poetics of the uncanny as well as of the Gothiecgrotesque,
illustrates a destabilized conception of this parti cular human subject. In a
bizarre house ruled by a giant spider, the amnesiac player character
experiences unexpected memories associated with rooms and situations

which she cannot have knowledgeo f , an anxious state in wh
bet ween the known and the unknown are tee
(Punter iThe Uncannyo 130). This is the tro

in the Gothic, the familiarization of the unfamiliar which relates to
apprehensions of how hidden things may unseat the interior sense of self
(Royle 1-2, 23). In the fragmented, seemingly unrelated narratives produced

Vi a traversal of t he interactive ficti
fragmentation is evident partly in these uncanny memories and partly in the
form of Madam Spider. I claim that Madam

fmonster withind or monstrous conception o
is never identified as such by the player character in the narratives produced

in traversal. Like the link between environment and memory which is crucial

t o t he sel f, s Wand asnintel8yneddwith ¢he house both

conceptually (as a spider in a web) and as an open, grotesque body which is

materially incorporated with its surroundings ( see Bakhtin 316-17). As a

figure which combines human and arachnid forms in excessive size Madam

Spider is Ilinked to the Acomic grotesqueo
uncannyo (Russo 7), an ambivalence which
c har act efragnentatiene | Fiven this ambivalence, the player
characteros post modetrhne snyommpsattehry, ffiot h e mo

devel opment in contemporary Gothico (Trac
a fear of her. A similar flickering of emotional reactions is designed as part of
t he pl ayer 6s rol e: various typesacokfd i nt

(hanging entwined in a closet) produce unforeseen and illogical effects which
greatly affect the ending achieved and, illogically, the fate of the player
character. In traversal, the player enacts her or his own hidden monster
Owithin.©od

The plagxpedrsi enced of a work is most evi
Dani el R aSlouching mowardssBedlam , which | examine in chapter

four. Traversal of this work produces a series of narratives which function in
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a postmodern, recursive fashion to implicat e the player in the viral infection

threatening the decidedly posthuman player character. Although the body is

still significant in  Slouching Toward s Bedlamé s post human <constr
subjectivity, the ©player charactiaemr 6s i d
based, distributed relationship to several pieces of information technology.

Set in Victorian London yet featuring a number of fantastical technologies,

the interactive fiction has been described as steampunk, a genre which is
concerned Adwfidadhe thet wenetnerhumans and the
cyberpunk (from whence the name derives)
of the timed to fAcyberneticd technol ogi
39). However, technologies in the interactive fiction are simul taneously
cybernetic, |l i ke contemporary technology
a constructed relationship between an imagined past and contemporary

society that is visible in other aspects of the work, making it also an example

of historiographic m etafiction. Hutcheon describes historiographic

metafiction as over-determined and self-r ef | exi ve, with-a dfAtt
awareness of history and f iAcRogticsnof a s h
Postmodernism 5). In the interactive fiction this explicit constr uction is

particularly apparent in the interplay between abundant intertextual
reference to historically o6credibleb6 de
same details. Within this construction the threat to posthuman subjectivity

comes not from the pad, as with traditional Gothic, but from the present

and/or future. A machinic, cyberpunk emphasis in a Gothic work often

dislocates anxieties to the future, but with the difficulties related to
conceptualizing future threats, such works also often make reference to
ifictional precur sor sGothic #68). Theawopdivirues s 0 ( B
which infects and threatens to possess the player character inSlouching

Toward s Bedlam represents just such a future threat to the information -

based posthuman subject, yé in conception | argue that it is specifically

linked to the Victorian, human subject -threatening qualities of Bram
Stokerds vampire, Count Dracul a. The in
example of cybergothic, a subgenre of the Gothic which investigates future

anxieties related to the posthuman subject via a recycling of past tropes.

Since threats come from the future (disguised as forms from the past) in
cybergothic, it is always too late to avert the threats in the interactive fiction,

both for the player character and the player, as symptoms of the linguistic
6infectiondé afflict the graphical user i
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The in-depth analyses in the following chapters demonstrate that these
interactive fictions develop the Gothic in ways which are relevant to
changing conceptions of subjectivity in contemporary fiction. As literary
narrative experiences in the twenty-first century are increasingly presented
in interactive digital forms, this study also indicates the particular relevance
of studying the Gothic in in teractive fiction, a form of electronic literature.
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Chapter One:
Poetics of Destabilization in Edgar Allan
Poebs AThe Raveno and N
Nevermore

AfEdgar All an Poe would have loved | F0 (Mary Ann Bu

As a gerre concerned with the vulnerabilities of subjects, Gothic fiction

frequently showcases the acute distress of a character as s/he attempts to

deal with the dilemmas of a particular situation. A typical plot involves a

main character who is shown to experience irritating restriction, possibly

even di sempower ment and at worst, di ssol
characters showcase this progressive destabilization keenly; the reader
encounters t he Afoften di sorder ed ment a
various stages in their plungetoselfdi ssol uti on (Gargano 82
f amous poem, AThe Raven, 0 published i n
suffers distress as a result of emotional and philosophical uncertainties

provoked by the loss of the beloved Lenore. The figure of the raven in the

poem serves as a node for this anxiety.

The poetics of character destabilizatic
in the conceptual foundations of Poe és met aphysi cal phil os
poetic trope. iPogplky spprplcil o Eubepai AssProdeef i ned
Poem (Carlson 208-09). In Eureka, Poe describes the conflicting natures of
spirituality and materiality in all matter and emphasi zesa conception of the
human subject where the soul is confined in the body and desires release.

According to Poe, release is possible via the imagination of a poetic soul,
aided by spiritual catalysts such as female characters of heavenly beauty.
Poetic soul s ar e al | me n ; f emal e char a
objectified. Eurekabs central ity to Poebds oeuvre h:
over the last century by George Bernard Shaw (99), Paul Valéry (110), Eric
W. Carlson (208) and W. C. Harris (1), scholars who also emphasize the

strong intertextual bonds between his writings . AThe Raveno ma f
anguish of the poetic soul who has lost his spiritual catalyst in the ideal

Lenor e, providing the basis for Poebs 1
beauti ful woman (AThe Philosophy of Comy

disruption and loss in these conceptual foundations points toward the
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Afunmi st akabl e Gothic charac¢tefiPosei and o
Got hi c T 7&79;iseeiFghn De morka labyrinterna 7 9 ; Hogl e, A Th
Gothic at Our Tur m8of the Centuryo 157

Within t he poemdés phil osophical and aest het
conventions of Othe unspeakabled and oO1 i\
spatial boundaries which drive the narrator to self -destruction. Based on
recurring metaphors of language breakdown and individual constriction in
Gothic fiction, the unspeakable and live burial are figurative tropes which
elucidate the poetics of subject destabilization. The unspeakable refers to a
failure in communication which occurs at a crucial moment, such as when a
character is unable to reveal key information to a compatriot or when a
manuscript is fragmented just prior to divulging a necessary detail. Live
burial indicates a sense of overwhelming spatial constriction which is
seemingly inflicted on a character by circumstance or situation. Exemplified
in the narratords indeter mi natisheinkidg al ogue
environment in the poem, these conventions reinforce Avril Horner and Sue
Zl osni kés claim that iGot hi c wmdatesng al wa
and their instabilitieso; on the one han
and on the other the threat of individ ual dissolution (1). Despite their
metaphorical differences, these conventions often work together to
illuminate the mechanisms of subject disempowerment and eventual
dissolution in Gothic texts.

Nate Cull 6s i nNewmare:tAn interactivé Gdthicois an
adaptation of AThe Raven, o0 rel eadbed in 2
Interactive Fiction Archive . Cul | 6s wo rtét-based interactive o | | vy
fiction in which the player character has a role similar to the narrator of the
poem. Theplayer 6 s percei ved goal for mo st of t
bring the player character in contact with Lenore again, echoing the wishes
of the narrator in Poeds poem. This i magin
of a central i ssue in AThe Raveno provide
the Gothic conventions which restrict the narrator function in the interactive
fiction. As an adaptation of A The Ra v etiled Gathicdvorlg, dosse | f
Nevermore e mpl oy t he generic conventions whiclt
emotional conflict ow do the en8peakaple anchfive | f s o,
burial function in Nevermore ? How does the move from textual poetics to a
broader conception of digital poetics affect the manner in which these
conventions are expressed? Finally, as corollary to this, how are prime
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el ements in fiThe Raveno adNeveewrsez do and/ o
investigate these questions, this chapter presents a comparative in-depth

analysis of Edgar All an PoNetemorB.The Raven
Nevermore pr ovi des an interpretation of Po
Gothic elements so that they are relevant for the player character and

simul ated in the playerods rol e. The basi
workdéds digital poetics, which includes

player character embodiment. In contrast to the textual poetics of the poem,
Nevermore6 s di gi t asdlvespnamy tofithe samé elements as readerly,
textual poetics, but with the addition of a consideration of pre -programmed
limitations and allowances, the spatial structuring of rooms, potential
courses through the work, the construction of the player character interface
and many other issues related to traversal. Within this broader conception,
the setting, characters and scenarios in the interactive fiction may be seen
from two focal points: via the playeros
produced as a result of traversal. In interactive fiction generally traversal
involves the implicit process of learning to embody the player character, of
working to discover the limitations, goals, abilities, knowledge and function
of the authored player character entity in order to use that information to
guide the o6figured who functions as an
simulated world. This embodiment is important because with most
interactive fiction i t fiis of ten t player character ahdh at t !
environment fidt toget her in an essentia
difficult to discern bet ween t hem ( Mo n tPlagerrt ,ChfaF raecttteir
144). This is certainly the case with Nevermore, as the player character is
shown to be intimately tied to t he rooms of his family home where traversal
takes place. However, in Nevermore, the process of embodiment is not
implicit but instead is made overt via unexpected changes or difficulties
which restrict the player 6s abdhdractery t o |
at key moments in traversal. These restrictions simulate the unspeakable and
l'ive buri al in the playerés rol e, a con
effects for the player character to indicate the manner in which Nevermore
interprBagenTbhe

In this chapter | argue that Nevermore maintains a strong reliance on the

artistic and philosophic principles whic
evident in the interactive fictionbs te
allowances and restrictions in the player 6 s rol e. I n additic
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conventions of the unspeakable and live burial which illustrate metaphysical
barriers for Poeds Nevammoredotblook player eharacteri f t ed i |
embodiment and restrict strategies used in traversal. While destabilization in

AThe Ravendo is seen in the narratorés dis
created by the unspeakable and live burial in Nevermore lead to a complex
di ssolution in the playerods Or epodidsi onshi p

of the unspeakable separate the player from the player character via a gap in

essential knowledge, but the poetics of live burial create a shared experience

of restriction for the player character
relationship to the player character simulates the Gothic ambivalence of

Poeds poem.

Poebs Philosophy and its Spatial Mani f
Nevermore
The ideol ogical basis of iThe Ravenod i s
Nevermore both in terms of textual representation and interactions which
are part of traversal . Any examination c
metaphysical beliefs, though it is perhaps his poetry which is best
interpreted with his phil osophic perspec
140) . I n ATl eonflRiing spimituad and Material quality of all
matter in dispersion and the spiritual unity which follows is implied as the
frame for t he narrator s emotional spira
constructed in Nevermore, where the player encounters direct quotations
from Poebs poem within an environment br a
and spiritual animism. This context is colored by the player char acter 6s |
amplified by two different sets of room descriptions which help define the
player charad er 6 s past and present relationshi
exploration of the environment i n bot h |
forms, the player is encouraged to embody theplayer character in order to
determine the purpose(s) of traversal.

Although it i s one of the last things Poe wrote,Eureka: A Prose Poem
describes a metaphysical philosophy of the universe which impacts all his
previous writing (Harris 1). In Eureka, Poe argues that if the universe was
created out of a unified nothing then the spiritu al will of God is what
separated the original unity and diffused (that is, repulsed) material
throughout the universe (573). Gravity (that is, attraction) between physical
bodies (both animate and inanimate) is merely the reaction to this, an effort
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to return to unity (575). Thus, there is a tension between the physical

attraction and spiritual repulsion in all matter, felt most keenly in the human

subject whose mind may perceive these forces (575). When the physical

quality of matter is negated via the death of an individual or the end of the

universe, the spiritual quality remains and joins the gathering spiritual unity

which Poe describes as thefi r-omnstitution of the purely Spiritual and

Individua | Godo (583, original e mp h alsands ) . W
final agent of spiritual wi || i n Poeds
fragment of God in dispersion, is able to conceive of spiritual release or

solace from the conflict with physical attraction via what Alan Tate refers to

as a combination of iangel i c knowledgeo and fisepal
creationodo (252). I n other words, via the
The emotional crisis i n AThe Raveno

apparent even in a contemporaneous review by George Pope Morris which
asse t s t he fAs hadowmpliechreseambiamce of the materat and

i mmateri al throughouto (225) . Wi t h Len
rejoined a growing spiritual unity or A
term Poe uses for his blend of Eden andHe aven ( Poe, i The Rav:

Levin 87). The spiritual quality of material forms is suggested in the ghosts
produced by dying embers and in the raven itself, whose capacity for speech
causes the narrator to view the bird as a messenger from the gathemg
spiritual unity (Poe,8MM;TheeeRakFienbberl,inéB
All and 174). With thi sarrptercommadsi on of t he

By that Heaven 0 hbyahat Godewe Hoth adole®d ve us

Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn,

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels name Lenoré 6  (98)2
The raven responds in its usual fashion with what the narrator perceives as
6 never andinesqg dding causes the narrator great distress (96101). If
t he bi r dséisa mimdBlgaply, its negative answer does not deny the
possibility of unification asserted in Eureka, merely the narratol
of what unification entails. Spiritual unity means that individual souls merge
once again into a larger whole, into God. Clasping the individual soul of
Lenore would therefore be impossible because she no longer exists
separately and the narrator, upon death, will also no longer exist separately.

This is perhaps not a comforting for hough?
the narrator in the meanti me because Le
Raveno line 89).
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The themes of conflict and loss resonate strongly in Nevermored s
environment and present an essential remediated context which indicates
potential goals for tr aversal to the player. A direct quotation from the first
stanza of AThe Raveno prefaces the start
guotations from the poem, often depicting
appear in boxes at the top of the screenwhen the player explores certain

rooms for the first time. For exampl e, en
the silence was unbroken, and the darkness gave no token, / And the only
word there spoken was the whispered word, 6 Lenor e! 60 ( Poe, A Th

lines 27-28). The rooms which the player explores are described as suffused

with loss as well as the spiritual and physical qualities which Poe argues exist

in all matter. Physical attraction is evident in room descriptions which

include tactile details or delineate contact with a physical body. For instance,

the Portico i sessftentunes of torgotten deetmand the desk

once owned by the playe r characterés father is desci
Byzantine days, [. . .] the first piece of furniiure you t ouched as a ¢

(Study). Alongside the attraction inherent in all matter is the spiritual

animism that infuses it. The stonewor k in
for centuries. o Matter formed as a I|iving
from 6dreaming demondé qualities a-posteri bed to
bed in the Bedroom (see Poe, iThe Raveno
oftheplayer character when | ooking the bust o]

after the events leading to Lenor e 6s di sappearance (Study).
where the player character is represented to live is detailed from an exterior

perspective as fia thing of stone, not ali
Together, the box quotations and room descriptions depict the player
characterés |l onely situation as the sole

Nevermore does not provide a stated goal to accomplish in traversal,
understanding the nuances of the simulated world helps the player
conjecture as to the potential restrictions, desires and aims of the player
character.3* This information is relevant for traversal, given that the player
must encounter this world through the player character.

34 \While some interactive fictions provide a very clear goal for the player, many contemporary works,
including Anchorhead,Ma d am Spi dandSlachiweTbwards Bedlam only imply particular goals, if
that, as the player traverses them.
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Nevermore further emphasizes theplayer char acter 6s emoti o
to the environment through the visions produced from the use of a narcotic
substance, a common theme in Poebs oeuvr
effect of directing the player character to use peyote reinforcesNevermored s
connection to Ppavidisg infireat and diract guitiande éor
the player who is increasingly encouraged to embody the player character.

Peyote is not found in Poeds narratives
produce visions intermingled with memory for some of his char acters. For
exampl e, in the short story #d@ALigeia, o t

deceased Ligeia coincide with intense memories of her (169, 176071). In
Nevermore, with the exception of the Courtyard, each room in the

interactive fiction has two progra mmed descriptions: the standard room
description (produced by the Al ooko comn
output after the player character is directed to eat peyote. The peyote visions

represent player character memories of Lenore or other events fom each

room. For instance, the standard descrig
loss [. . .] for there will be no more Lenore to share your dreams and wake
y ou gently in the morningo i s contrast
fiLenor e | i e silinygop atyowe Hebeyas pbeclon like rare sunlight
[...]J6 (Bedroom). This o6doublingdé of the r
story depicting both the | over surenthappy
bleak situation for the player character. In add ition, the player may learn of
the faulty al chemical ritual whi ch caus

disappearance:

Lenore stands by your side, trembling. You draw the remaining sigils and
position the vessels correctly. A darkness ascends from the pit; the nvocation
is complete[. . . .] [F]ear seizes you. An error in your calculations! It cannot be!
Behind you, Lenore screams. Blood. The pit must have its fill. She falls.
Invisible air thickens, sucks her closer, hurls you away . . . (Brink of the Pit)
The peyote visions from each room give theplayer a more complete sense of
the loss as well as the guilt embedded intheplayer char acterds enyv
Alongside this indirect benefit for traversal, the peyote visions from the
Bedroom and the Portico include the specific command words necessary to
complete the final phase of the alchemical ritual puzzle which is central to
the interactive fiction. While the player cannot recognize the importance of
these words at this point in the interactive fiction they do st and out as part of
Lenorebs remember ed playdr ethesenpeydte .visiolso r t h
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encourage player character embodiment as the primary means to determine
what to do in traversal of the interactive fiction.

Both fAThe R\ewenore highliglt the systemic relationship
between setting and protagonist/ playe r character. The reade
understand this dynamic in the poem parallels the player 6s need t o gat
information about the playe r characterés condition anc
interactive fict i on. However, wher eas t he reader
ongoing interpretation, the player 6 s i nvestigation, whi |l e
interpretation, further determines the most fruitful moves to forward
traversal. As Nick Montfort suggests for all text-based interactive fiction,
understanding the playe r character 6s rsiemllagediworlds hi p t o
affects the way the playe r fireads and interprets the t
through traversal ( iFr et ti ng t hedo PL 4 $Newvermd@e éhe act er
playe r dngeraction with the playe r characterds environme
foundation for knowing how to guide the player character while asserting the
adaptationdbs connection to the original
situations in the poem and the interactive fiction, the material/spiritual
environment and drug -induced visions in Nevermore function to provide the

pl ayer wi t h what Linda Hut c he-ofn descr
correspondencedo bet ween the oOworl dé of
6wor |l dod edndinc & ol theory pfoAelaptatibn 1 4 ) . The pl ayer
efforts to embody the player character are therefore also informed by

knowl edge about Poebs poem, his metaphys

6 Mth-of-c or r e s p o nd e wisilkdedbgenerisally an theo Gothic poetics
related to the power of spaces over the agents within them.

The Spatial Poetic s of the Unspeakable and Live Burial

The intense interplay between space and subject in Gothic texts is frequently
examined in Gothic scholarship. Often character and space are read as
equivalent, as is seen in criticism which posits the Castle Otranto as the main

protagoni st in Horace Wal gwenlury dasrativer i gi nat
(Clery xv). To a lesser degree, space is shown to reflect character psychoty,

as i s apparent in Patricia Dunckerés <cl ai
desire a |l ocal habitation and a nameo in

twentieth -century fiction (330). As a genre of destabilization, tools that
many scholars have employed in their investigation of this symbiosis have
been metaphors of spatial and, as Duncker implies, linguistic barriers. In this

56



Chapter One: Poetics of Destabilization infiT h e R a v éNavermaen d

view,a char act er 6 commyngdtive adnfinemerd represent(s)
psychological confinement. Two barrier-centered conwentions which are
frequently discussed are Olive burialo
tropes which literally and figuratively indicate threats to human subjects.

Although the unspeakable and live burial have been heavily utilized in
psychoanalytic criticism of the Gothic, the conventions do not inherently
gesture toward the psychology of characters but toward constructions of
human subjectivity. 3> In her seminal work The Coherence of Gothic
Conventions, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick bases these conventions ithe central
figure of physical separation in the Gothic:

It is the position of the self to be massively blocked off from something to
which it ought normally to have access. This something can be its own past,
the details of its family history [. . .] a lover[. . . .] While the three main
el ements (whatdés inside, whatdéds outside,
most varied guises, the terms of the relationship are immutable[. . . .] [T]he
lengths there are to go to reintegrate the sundered elements finally, the
impossibility of restoring them to their original oneness o are the most
characteristic energies of the Gothic|[. . . .] (1213)
The power of these conventions is discernible in this unchanging figure of
spatial restriction; live burial represents an obvious separation of the self
from the world and the unspeakable indicates a barrier in the at once
linguistic and spatial metaphor of communication. This framework of spatial
restriction builds on the vulnerabilities human subjectivity, predominantly
those conceptions of subjectivity which emphasize the body as an envelope
or capsule for the, sgledsthddame 6p ntnefr dr tmat iem
philosophy. For example, the unspeakable is threatening because it hinders
the cornerstone function of bri ngi ng things from onebs
outside world via articulation, an action which Charles Taylor describes as
essenti al t o fAbei ngSeurcesiof the SelfiB¥0ex). Licke pt hs o
burial also represents a blockage at the corporeal boundary béween self and
world as it restricts the expression but also the physical enactment of inner
thoughts, desires, impulses, and so forth. However, Sedgwick argues that
these two conventions do not inherently signify psychological depth, but
rather are valuable to the scholar as mechanisms that illuminate the poetics
of extreme containment and restriction in individual narratives (12, 27 -28,

35 For psychoanalytic perspectives of these conventions, see Ma&ndrew 108-4 8 and Mass®, fAPsychoe
and the Gothic.0 With a posthuman construction of subject
explained in chapter four.
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34-35).8 Sedgwi ckdés argument is in keeping w
criticism which explores local and particular constr uctions of subjectivity in

texts rather than essentialist views of the self prescribed by much
psychoanalytic theory. Disengaging the psychological overtones from the

conventions of the unspeakable and live burial allows for a freer

investigation of their effects on subjects in fictional works (see Mighall xi,

264). As Sedgwick claims, the unspeakable and live burial function in diverse

ways depending on the #fAvaried guiseso of
which ties their diversity of expression to the diversity of individual works.

As variably employed, metaphorical tropes the unspeakable and live burial

provide ideal connection points for a cor
and Nevermore.

Speaking (and Reading) the Unspeakable

Whil e i n ATéaenspRaable shéds ligit on central psychological
obstacles for the narrator, in Nevermore this convention gives view to
barriers which hinder the player from successfully embodying the player

character, with the further consequence of restricting the player 6 s abi |l ity
effectively traverse the work. The altered function of the unspeakable is most
apparent in two instances of central nar |
whi ch ar e remedi ated into situations w h
profoundly affect t raversal in Nevermore. In the first instance
dialogue with the raven is mirrored in the player 6 s wor k i n command
pl ayer character to 6éreaddé the books in t

instance the poetic function of the absent Lenore in the poem is contrasted
to the function of Lenore in memories and as a non-player character in the
interactive fiction.

Ambiguous Utterances: Bird and Books

The unspeakable indicates a disruption in communication such as is found in

t he nasr ranoeédt ain 6conversati oplager @ist h tf
experience wh e n t he pl ayer character 6reads?bd
Nevermore. In these works, this disruption creates a barrier between

elements which profoundly affects their development in the n arrative or in

36 For claims emphasizing the groundbreaking and pioneering quality of Sedgwickd s wor k i n this area, ¢
Wolfreys xvi and Horner and Zlosnik 3.
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traversal. In AThe Raven, 0 the narrator
depicted as painful but endurable, so long as the possibility of seeing her
again in some afterlife exits. After his verbal exchange with the raven,
however, the narrator is torment ed by the ambiguity of the birdé6s r epl i es
the extent that he feels permanently separated from this pleasant future. In
Nevermore, the books containing instructions for the central alchemical
ritual puzzle prove adasatheseechafjengegseamao 6r e a
indicate barriers to communication, the books are, ultimately,
understandable to the player. Instead, when the player commands the player
character to read the alchemical texts the true unspeakable poetics restrict
the playe s @bility to embody the player character.

A prime factor in the tension between
poem is the ambiguity of the birdd s  s-wamdgvoaabulary. The reader
wonders, doest he raven understand the narrato
with the truth, or are the il -omened birdoés replies merel
Conversely, does the narrator believe that the raven understands what it
communicates or is he using the meaningless stock replies to move toward
guilt-ridden self-destruction? These questions are significant because they
relate to the narratords separation fror
about whether he wil/l see her again. Th
the exchange the narrator has with the raven on whether future unification is
possible. The potentially insurmountable boundary to this communication
reflects the Gothic convention of the unspeakable:

AfUnspeakable, o [. . .] i s a favorite Goth
than fAdreadful , 0 s ogeefreflett®rss onlanguage.iTeg a r an
word appears regularly enough, in enough contexts, that it could be called a

theme in itself, but it also works as a name for moments when it is not used:

moments when, for instance, a character drops dead trying to utter a

particular name. At another remove, it is possible to discern a play of the

unspeakable in the narrative structure itself of a novel that ostensibly

comprises transcriptions of manuscripts that are always illegible at revelatory

moments. (Sedgwick 4-5)

The unspeakable covers a wide spectrum, from taboo subjects which should
not be put into words to things which are impossible to express (despite a
desire to do so) to outright restrictions or disruptions in communication. 37

37 Lloyd-Smith supports this range of unspeakable instances in his discussion of taboo, criminality and
fragmentation in APostmoderni sm/ Gothici s musedtdquestom ext r eme
the essenti al efficacy of |l anguage in the face of what Mi
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lllegible manuscripts represent the latter type of disruption, as does speech

that is potentially meaningless when it is required to be revelatory, as is the

case in AThe Raven. o0 The o6dialogued the
represents an unspeakable barrier not to the production of language but

founded on the perception that there is a language when there may not be

To borrow from Sedgwickédés discussion of T
Borges, what tyrannizes the narrator Ais
is meaning behind, apart from, symbolized by, what is seen [or heard].

Because the elements of the universe are so orderly they are seen as being

meant to be interpreted, as being a tran
(52) . The ambiguity of t heenarmatarvdeubli s r ep |l i
either there is communication and the narrator will not see Lenore again or

t he ravenos replies l ack intentional me
vacill ating i n met aphysical uncertainty
present raven (P o0 e , iThe Ravend |line 103). The bal
absolute in that it is Abreached only at
separateness, 0 of ten resul ting in death

narratordéds efforts t oepboeng hicrécoghitoeofitsar r i er

everlasting hindrance leads to his quasidead inertia, trapped under the

shadow of the raven ( R@e, iThe Raveno | i n
The birdobs potentially meaningl ess ut t

remediated into the complexity of interacting with the books which provide

fundamental instructions for how to complete the alchemical ritual puzzle in

Nevermore. Despite t he di sparity -bwaomwedé&n t

vocabulary and the abundant information in the alchemical texts, the

correlation | assert between bird and books derives from their cornerstone

relevance for narrative or traversal in each work. As with the poem, the

guestion of whether Lenore will be seen again in the interactive fiction rests

on obtaining and understanding languaged highly repetitious, ambiguous

language from five volumes of lore: Concerning Immortality , Principia

Caelestium Mysteriorum , Ex Sanguine Vita, Arts of the Chaldean Magi and

Inhumanities .38 For the player, the books are problematic in terms of how

information is obtained as well as how that information may be interpreted.

This ultimately unknowable variation of the unspeakable is relevant to my analysis of the poetics of Gothic
labyrinths in chap ter two.

38 These titles are written in a manner similar to known alchemical tomes.
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Both difficulties relate to the Gothic convention of the unspeakable as it
operates in Nevermore.

Getting complete instructions from the alchemical books puts the player
throughanor d e a | which shares an affinity wit
the raven. When the player commands the player character to read a book,
the software outputs one passage or statement from that volume.Each book
produces a different number of statements and there are thirty -three
statements in total. Obtaining all of the information from the alchemical
texts is difficult because the work is programmed so that statements from the
books are produced randomly. Reviewer Pa
Nevermore, noting that #Anot only can you nev
the information you need, you have to perform the same command over and
over again, wading through dull repetitions of already-pr i nt ed i nf or ma
(0O6Brian, 2000 C Ry é te iwexio BtevensG KRene of
Nevermore; Plotkin, Rev. of Nevermore). These concerns about unnecessary
command repetition and the uncertainty about whether all of the
information from the books has been disc
frustration wi t h the ravenods possibly random,
poem and emphasize the shift of focus from character toplayer. However, as
part of this shift, the absolute barrie
not wholly reproduced in the player 6 s action twithr the tomes.

Information from the books is elusive but not unobtainable.

Instead, the absolute barrier created by the unspeakable exists not
between the player and textual information but between the player and the
player character. The player character is represented as having purchased
(Library), read and made notations in the books (see Concerning
Immortality ) aswell as having used the obscure formulae they present in the
faulty alchemical ritual depicted in the back story (Brink of the Pit). In short,
the player character should know exactly where to find the key information
in the books, and the player ought to be able to expect as much when
entering the command to read a book. Moreover, since the player character
has been represented as loely and guilt-ridden to the point of suicide, his
motivation to find correct information ought to ensure a more effective
means for the player to obtain all the necessary statements. The tension that
develops between theplaye r 6 s att empt tessalprdthgplages s | n
characterdés represented abilities and mc
between player and player character which cannot in any way be addressed,
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given the constraints of the software. As interactive fiction author and

reviewer Andrew Plotkin explains ways in which the process of reading the

books may have been programmed more effectively (Rev. oNevermore), the

rift is not the result of a formal limitation in the interactive fiction, but may

be seen as the basis for simulatihgh e unspeakable in the play
Alongside the difficulty in obtaining information from the texts, the

coded, ambiguous nature of the information the player eventually receives

also gestures toward the unspeakable. In keeping with alchemical practice,

the instructions in all of the books are written in a metaphorical code (see

Rosenheim 62). Statements in each tome are coded at the level of individual

words, where standard personified synonym
used in placésofvégol da andystem that re
and material quality of all matter. This encryption, including a further
connotation of 6queend to 6moon, 6 is ind
which may be obtained from Principia Caelestium Mysterioru m:

AThe Messenger; He glideth Quickly between

them, as doth his Earthly Substance move with Swiftness and imitate the

Moon. o

AThe Moon is the Queen; Hers the Met al t he

Accompanieth the Kinginall Hi s doi ngs. 0
AThe Sun is the Great King of all Gods; Hi
and doth not Corrupt. o
Passages from the books are also encrypted at the level of discursive
structure. Many of the statements in Inhumanities are formed as short
narratives, others in Arts of the Chaldean Magi and Ex Sanguine Vita as
instructions and still others in Principia Caelestium Mysteriorum and
Concerning Immortality as quaskparables. In order to understand the
information in the books the player must deciph er these codes, cross
reference the statements in each volume and relate key concepts to the
materials found in the player characteré
exhaustive and gestures to the Gothic conceit of a story within a story within
a story (see Sedgwick 19), the barrier to communication is not absolute and
does not represent the unspeakable.
Once again, the unspeakable barrier to understanding the information is
not between the player and the information but between the player and the
player character. Whereas the player must work to decipher the dual-level
encryption in the texts and then determine how to utilize that information
correctly to perform the alchemical ritual 8 a process which includes vetting
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statements which are not relevant to the ritual at all 8 the player character is

depicted as already having done all of this work. Theplayer character should

already know the important synonyms, understand the allegorical
implications of the narrative styles and realize which items in the Laborat ory

are required for the ritual. This restriction to player character embodiment

builds on what Jeremy Douglass refers t
6frustration aesthetics. 0 Dougl ass desc
what the player character and the player know as a key part of this aesthetic,

and implies that the manner in which t h idisorightat i oisconfigured in a

wor k may relate to generic aesthetics
Nevermore, t he knowl edge gap vshabilitybo emboadyt ri ct s
the player character indicates the absolute barrier of the unspeakable. Had

Nevermore been programmed without the back story that shows the player
characterds kerperignce af glehemg, rod had the work been

authored to produce remembered information from the player character to

help guide the player in preparing for the ritual, this division would not

occur. The function of the unspeakable in Nevermore produces the Gothic

effect of disempowering the player.

The figure oftheuns peakabl e in the narratorédés e
fiThe Ravenodo signifies a metaphysical cr i
breach the barrier results in psychological immobility. Nevermore seems to
acknowledge this language breakdown by highlighting hindrances to
obtaining information. However, the force of the unspeakable is shifted from
the player 6s rel ationship to infor nplayeirodns ano
connection to the player character. Potential benefits derived from the prior
information and experience which the player character is shown to possess
are denied to the player, creating a barrier which keeps the player from
embodying the player character at a key moment in traversal. Although the
player is able to guide the player character effectively after information has
been obtained from the books, this renewed embodimentd developed in the
course of solving the difficult ritual puzzle 9 is eventually blocked again when
the player meets Lenore.

The Two Lenores: Absent and Unexpected

Asaf oundati on for the narratorb6s angst,
presence in the atmosphere in fAThe Ravi
presence is linguistically mediated in the saying of her name, which is
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uttered at least six times by the narrator after his vow that it not be spoken
(Poe, iThe RRY B8M8B,94-95NneslLenoreds essence r
the catalytic supernatural beauty she represents to the narrator cannot be
addressed or employed, which restricts the narrator from achieving
imaginati ve rel ease. The unspeakabl e barri
utterances is built upon this more crucial barrier. In contrast, in Nevermore
Lenore speaks in the haunting peyote memories of theplayer character and
then appears as a nonplayer character in the Courtyard. However, including
her in the interactive fiction does not remove the t hreat of an unspeakable
barrier as the non-player character highlights and reinforces an additional
boundary between the player and player character.
In AThe RawemadotrhBe separation from the

Lenore fuels his spiral into dissolution.
Lenore represents Asupernatur al beautyo
ability to help the poetic soul escape from the physical world (Wilbur,

AHouse of Poed 259). Lenorebds absence is

sake but because of the imaginative disempowerment it imposes on the

narrator of the poem. Focus is wholly on the narrator, as Poe indicates in

AThe Phyloso@Bbmposi ti on Gelebaling Headymotiasbi ng s
a quality of the female object but asan effect in the male observer (678). The

death of a beautiful woman is, for Poe, fi
precisely becaus eultimate pawervoeea thes mald eo@etich 6 s
imagination (680). In effect, the character of Lenore is only significant as an

o

extension of the narrator, not as a separ
Karen Weeks asserts this hierarchical link when she descrites Lenore as a

ftabula rasa on which the | over inscribes his ¢
italics). Despite her enveloping proximit
and fiessenceo (Poe, AThe Philosophy of Col
seen or heard. As a extension of the narrator her absence is keenly felt but

cannot be addressed. This insurmountabl e
imost poetical topico and illustrates 1

unspeakable.

In Nevermore, Lenor ebs iismlsd poradyed ashtte esquicesof
extreme sorrow for the player character; the player proceeds through the
interactive fiction by working to restore her. This goal is identified and
indirectly reinforced by several of the software replies or output statem ents
encountered in traversal. When the player retrieves the Laboratory key the
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reply Ayou now have a chance to reverse
back to Lenoreds demise in the previous
vision (Stairs in Cliff). W hentheplayer | ooks at Lerpayereds po
character is repr esendadiktahight you failéd yori kaaemi ni ng
|l ost forever o ( Gal | eplayerto cuFtherpertrait (m stepdi r e ct
in the ritual puzzle) prompts the question: i wh a t price is not w
t o recl ai m y o ary). Despite etl?so compdeadivie | (narrative)

trajectory in the poem and the interactive fiction, Lenore is more of a
separate entity in the interactive fict
depiction in the peyote visions (where she speaks and pursues personal

interests) and as a nonplayer character in the Courtyard. The Courtyard is

the last room a player discovers in the interactive fiction and is unique in

that once the player character arrives there he may not return to any of the

previous rooms and may only leave by completing the interactive fiction.
Lenorebs appearance there and the eff e
qualified by the Courtyardoés siingwitti on a
Lenore in this setting recalls the repetition and uncertainty of interacting

with the alchemical books as a similar elusive quality pervades the manner

and content of her speech.

Despite being programmed as a nonplayer character object withthe 6 1 i f e 6
property, Lenorebs manner of speech r
information delivery involved in reading the alchemical books. 3° When the
commands fasko or #Atell o are wused to in
the Courtyard, the non-player character responds randomly with one of ten
possible statements (Courtyard). Although two of her replies are questions
and a number of her statements seem to encourage followup comments
from the player character, dialogue is impossible. Any answers or response
which the player directs the player character to provide are treated as invalid
commands by the software or else only serve to prompt Lenore to utter
further random comments. Given that the peyote visions and other replies in
the course of traversal imply that the player character and Lenore were
i nseparabl e, Lenoreb6s random pronounceme
of sync with expected emotional intensit

3glntheInform6authoringsystemusedtocreate Nevermore, an object with the o61ifed p
fipert®personodo actions such asi sbhepdcamhhasdsf oask, 6adteit ti dg
Kesserich 267.
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As with the alchemical texts, the unresponsive, oneway natureof Lenor eds
delivery hints at a linguistic breakdown between the player and the
information source, in this case Lenore. Upon closer examination, though,
the barrier is not to obtaining information but rathertothe player 6 s abi | i ty
affect how information is obtained. The non-player char acter 6s prog
random replies enforce the unspeakable by restricting the player from
embodying the player character in the verbal exchange with the Lenore.

Theplaye r 6 s e mb o d iplagencharaotdr is further destabilized by
t he content of Lenoreos remar ks and who
encrypted like the information in the alchemical texts, many comments are
nonet hel ess ambiguous. Lenore whispers th
wings, 60 amntd bem afrhice af something which is not readily
discernible (Courtyard). For the player to determine the substance of these
and other statements they must be crossreferenced, a task which is
noticeably easier than it was with the alchemical texts due to the smaller
number of phrases and their | ess obscu
pronouncements provide a pivotal function in traversal which is similar to
the statements in the alchemical texts because her comments contain
information about concluding th e alchemical process which isimplied to be
known to the player character but which the player must work to decipher.

Lenoreds comments about completing the
player 6 s under st an dof thgyinteoattivetfittien becauael of the
context in which they are uttered. The Courtyard is an unexpected new
location for the player who probably anticipated a reward or satisfying
ending for completing the complex alchemical ritual puzzle which requires

fdozens of stepssandctfiaomdy @EO&Bri an, i 2
Game Reviewso). Admittedly, finding Lenor
goal has increasingly served as theplayer 6 s moti vation up to
Nonet hel ess, Lenorebs utterancelsgtheoi nt to
idea of the Courtyard as a rewarding AAiId
goal . Statements such as Aé6[y]ou must <cho
[al]nd but one fruitdédo and A6l wish it wer
is the final stage in the alchemical process, as symbolized by the tree and its

fruit. This arbor philosophorum or tr ee of life serves as
visible signodo of the alchemical process;

player character should know that it i s only via interaction with the tree d in
this case eating its fruitd that the true goal of alchemy may be accomplished

66



Chapter One: Poetics of Destabilization infiT h e R a v éNavermaen d

(St. Armand, APoeds -8;Sechleng 30y &S)t.i fiemdrn @0f

statements, impossible to respond to or question, suggest thatthe playe r 6 s

prior aim in restoring Lenore, even his or her sense that the completion of

the alchemical ritual puzzle would produce such an effect, has been

inaccurate. Her statements are not indecipherable but nonetheless invoke

the unspeakable because tley reveal the disunity between the playe r 6 s

perceived purpose and theplayer char acter 6s apparently
Theplayer characterds goal , not Iplayee | vy t o

reaches the Courtyard, extends beyond restoring Lenore. The player

character is represented as a lifelong alchemical scholar who has inherited

this proclivity from his father. I n one

childhood, the player char aagoewerdoscurd at her

b o o k Studly). (This focused attention to what are implied to be alchemical

works is evident in the Library, where the player character is shown to have

continued in his fatherds footsteps:

The stacks of obscure volumes tower to the vaulted ceiling. Your father had

eclectic tastes in literature, and you have extended his collection with your

own research. Many of these manuscripts are originals, costly in both getting

and reading. (Library)
In addition to this indication of devoted scholarship it is clear from
statements about the pl ayer characterds isecret (I
Laboratory that alchemy has long been anapplied field of study. With this
representation of alchemical knowledge the tree of life in the Courtyard
should be theoretically familiar to and even anticipated by the player
character as the product of the alchemic ritual. Lenore highlights this
separate knowledge of the player character when instead of overtly
explaining the situation in the Courtyard (to the player) she implicates him
in its creation with the questi on: Aé6[t] here were two
Whi ch have you c¢hosen? @layercharacterappeastal ) . Wh
have had the power to det eplapérrhas na he tr
knowledge about the tree from the interactive fiction exc e pt wha't Leno
statements imply. Knowing about the tree suggests that the player character
also can predict the effect of eating the fruit. Lenore supports this idea with
the incriminating question, Ao f]l]orever
assertion A6 y] ou ar e my Resurrection
(Courtyard). Although these utterances are directed to the player character
in a shared confidence that may seem puzzling, the player eventually
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understands that the former comment refer s to the duration of the effect of
eating the fruit and the latter refers to the possible outcomes of eating the
fruit. It is only through eavesdropping on her comments to the player
character, as it were, that the player may conjecture about the effects d the
final choice. In essence, Lenore speaks to aplayer character who has
knowledge which is never communicated to the player and whose goals are

only hazily glimpsed. Theplayer 6 s abi | i t yplayeochagaotdrandy t he
complete the interactive ficti on with a sense of accomplishment at this point
i s we ak. The manner and content of Len

unspeakable disempowermentintheplayer 6 s r ol e just prior to
in the interactive fiction.

It is not unusual for a non -player character to address her remarks to the
player character, of course, or for an interactive fiction to conclude with an
unexpected twist. What is notable about these devices inNevermore is that
the effect of theplayer characterds unspeimkmadbrhe alter
with restrictions configured i 4 Thehe pl ay
player 6s sense of accompli shment from trave
destabilized by the abrupt change in goals, disrupted by the alchemical
knowledge that the playe r character Owi thhel dd and t
divisive utterances. These factors call into question the playe r 6 s previous
actions in Nevermore and make the final choice in the interactive fiction
unfounded and difficult to predict. The unspeakable hindr ance to player
character embodiment at this crucial juncture disempowers the player 6 s r ol e
in a Gothic manner. Even though the playe r &irml position seems to
resemble thei sampawereéd uncertainty in
not simply a shift from destabilizing a literary character to destabilizing dhe
player.6Rather, the Gothic poetics of the unspeakable in Nevermore affect
the complex relationship between the player and the player character
interface. With this relationship disrupted the player may act to achieve
some sort of closure, although it is not shared with the player character.

=13
—_

40 As the ending of an interactive fiction, much like a print narrative, provides the possibility for closure and

a return to o6realityd for the pl ay enbinedinthe endingtopreduce ur pri si ng
an uncertain sense of closure. Similar Gothic ending twists, also in isolated locations and involving limitations

in the playerdés rol e, oAncharheadiamdMadmml &peé der dee Wedl s of
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Live Burial @xticModer n
At the end of AThe Raven, 0 the narrator,
forcibly constricted in a manner which metaphorically represents live burial.

Live burial is a recurring concern for c
Royle 159, Punter and Byron 285 and it is relevant t ha
Raveno at the end of the poem, as endi

known for their hermeneutical significance (Gargano 824-25). The
concluding image of live burial in the poem crystallizes the uncertainty of the
narratords exchange with the raven and
soul of the narrator. Nevermored s t ndings @mplify the ambiguous
relevance of the conclusion of AThe Ray
collectively 6concludeé the interactive
addition, a similar restriction in a confining environment is simulated for the
player in the Courtyard, the final room in the interactive fiction. In
Nevermore, | i ve burial constricts the configd
stripping the player of the exploratory and manipulative power exercised
previously in traversal. I n such circumscribed circumstances the playe r 6 s
final act is a relatively blind choice between two equally dire endings for the
characters in the interactive fiction.

In terms of the space it construct s, iThe Rav
increasing containment. This containment, which is visible in other Poe
fictions, is significant as it reflects the vulnerabilities of the subject presented
in Poebs philosophical perspective. Ri cl
the poetic soul as at war with the mundane phys ¢ a | world, 6 a war
simultaneousl y featdhylctonalg aiimat of héhi & soul
Poed 258, iPoe and t h@&2).lA Rdssian foll f&shigng e st i o
the soul is trapped within a physical body which is trapped within the

physi c a | worl d. According to Wilbur, ever
conflictsd (AHouse of Poed 259); i n S0 me
to dream himself free of his physical body and the material world (267), in

ot her works, su&ht e pmodtei Rawvyewml,ds fail u

seen in the shrinking environment. At the start of the poem, the narrator

begins the poem isolated with grief in his room. Once the raven enters and
speaks he wheels fia cushiostdasdatobonof ¢
iThe Raveno | ine 68), which confines hi
poem he is immobile, his soul oppressed by the shadow of the raven that has

become a fixture in the room (107-08).
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Wi thin much Gothic fi ctperns paencdt i Rroee 6tsh ep hs

encapsulation in a physical body defines a subject which may be threatened
by the possibility of a breach of this essential barrier, an act which would
simultaneously dissolve the boundary of the self and, in many Poe
narratives, preclude the potential of spiritual escape. Increasing physical
confinement i mplies such a threat, as

S

anguish in fAThe Raven.0 The Gothic conve

poetics of oppressive spaces such asunderground passages) fterrible
prisonso and fhermetic rooms, 0 or more figuratively, spaces where the self
seems merged with its surrounding environment (Salomon 42, Sedgwick
24). Sedgwick compares the dissolution of self to being submerged in water;

confined, sti f I ed, oppressed from all sides (27)

as the emphasis on mourning, the reference to the final month in the year,
the ghosts of the dying embers, the headstonelike bust of Athena and the
inert final position of the narrator ma ke the setting a metaphorical live burial

space (fiThe Raveno [-08n Hmsvevér,, the penetrative, 104,

weight of the raven is what collapses the space entirely upon the narrator.

This weight pierces the outer boundary between the world and the physical
body, understood in the narratords cal/l
out my heartoéo (101). Despite the criti
narrator is still unthreatened. When the raven permeates the inner boundary

of the physical body of the narrator in the next stanza, water imagery

il lustrates the totality of spiritual
floating o n t he flooro and t he narrator6s
envelopment (106-08, my emphasis). Merged with its surroundings, the

power of the poetic soul is diluted and no longer capable of imaginative

escape from earthly torments at the end of the poem. The poetics of live

burial erect the central barrier between the narrator and his desired spiritual

solace.

In Nevermore, the Courtyard and theplayer 6 s acti ons there
similar manner to the final stanzas in
live burial. The Courtyard is represented as a live burial space through its
isolation from the other rooms and location in the bowels of the tower. At the
apparent conclusion of the alchemical ritual, the player character is

represented to step into the pit in the
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darknesso before appear i ng hesegwithimthei n an
foundations of t h ¢he Ritp Goartyard). 4t Bncé m kthe o f
Courtyard, the player discovers that there are no standard exits from the

room; the only way to 6leavebd is by maki
fiction. In these respects the Courtyard reflects the immobilizing quality of
the |l ive burial space, which requires fia

magic on the other [. . .] for the instant of moving out of or moving into the
dungeono (Sedgwplayk ,22he Rarcttilve magi co i
apparently supernatural transfer of the player character from the Brink of
the Pit to the Courtyard. In a similar fashion, terminating the interactive
fiction with the final choi tieisspowotduces f
kil |l one of the characters and also resu
(as the simulation ends). The Courtyard is thus a highly restricted room

which strips the playerdéds role of explor

Alongside the abrupt restriction to movement, the player 6 s | oss (
potentially helpful inventory items further limits the player 6 s rol e a
precludes the ©playerods ability to rely
met aphor of buri al a n fectsnacki remowkd; anl tides per ¢

Courtyard the player discovers that the possessions which the player
character previously carried everywhere in traversal are now gone. Faced
with the unexpected tree of life and the final phase of the alchemical process,
the alchemical books, for all the frustration they may have represented
earlier in traversal, may be helpful to the player. In particular, several
statements in Concerning Immortality & which may have seemed irrelevant
to the player in the initial difficult reading session(sp pertain to the
situation in the Courtyard and could help the player make an informed
choice.*2 With the core strategies of exploration and item use curtailed, the
player 6s agency in the Courtyard is severe
speak (with the further unspeakable disempowerment that entails) and
making the final choice which ends the interactive fiction. The stifling effects
of live burial in Nevermore block the player from employing standard

4lpor discussings which describe the abyss as a recurring image as well as destination for the characters in

Poeds fiction, weeoW Pbeo,andh®obéoney, fAPoeds Gothic Waste
42 The item which would be most helpful in the Courtyard is the knife, which could divide the fruit, as is

apparent in the reply tYdhewacwimindmae ot icludn éfr ubltdde fir
Ironically, and in keeping with the self -destructive traits of many Poe characters, the knife is missing here not

becauseitha been 6magically6 removed with the other inventory
process of completing the alchemical ritual puzzle.
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traversal techniques. This extreme restrict i on i n t he pl ayer
represented via the player chaphgscal er 6s ow
facet of the oO6frustration aesthetics6 whi
fiction (ACommand Lineso 235). Conversely
the effects of live burial are often simulated by increased restrictions to
player agency in digital interactive works in the horror genre (209).
However, both Douglass and Krzywinska are careful to note that the manner
in which such restrictions are configured is unique to individual works. As it
is an adaptati on o Nevehmome Gcenfiguiet hive buRa v e n
significantly at the end of the work, in conjunction with the unspeakable. In
the concluding scenario in the interactive fiction, in conjunction with the
barrier to playe r character embodi ment created by
comments, the player is reduced to the arbiter of a somewhat blind choice.

With the player greatly constrained it is fortunate that the final choice is
only between two things: the player character or Lenore must eat the apple
from the tree of i fe. Lenoreds comments
separate the player character and Lenore forever, in that one of them will
achieve resurrection or immortality. However, the player 6 s di sempower ¢
role in the interactive fiction (due to the poetics of live burial), blocked
ability to embody the player character (due to the poetics of the unspeakable)
and uncertain sense of Lenore (due to her odd comments) is likely to
produce a disinterest or at least uncertainty in the choice. This uncertainty
has the effect of broadening the playero6s
interactive fiction. As the separation of the player character and Lenore is
faithfulto t he e s s e n Ravendahd giten tthe high degree of allusion

to Poebdbs work as wel/l as the direct guot e
periodically during traversal, it is likely that the player will weigh the two

options in |ight of t hhkutchetnanotescthatevhes i n Poe
we experience a work as an adaptation,

oscillate in our memories, 0 so that i we

adaptation with infor matATbeorydfAdaptatonhe adap!
121). As with the inal choice in Nevermore,t he pl ayer 6s previous
with éreadingd the alchemical texts and t
the player to attempt to resolve those i
poem. Although alchemical concepts are explored directly and indirectly in

Poebds Got hic fiction and f emal es wh o or
prominent ( see St . Ar mand, APoebs 6Sober My s
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Edgar Athdseathetnatic alignments do not provide specific guidance
for the unspeakable situations in Nevermore. However, the final choice of
who will eat the fruit from the tree of life is distinct f rom the previous
difficulties due to its simplicity . The pl ayer 6s decisi on ma
contextualized wit hi hiloséphio petspedigee(whiohf Poebd

provides the basis f ocdf-aledutiid-waknavt®peoda) , his
contemporary desire to 6redeemod Lenor e
i mportance of ambiguous endings in Poeb

basis is partly encouraged because once the final choice is madé and the
player is very likely to be aware that it is the final move in the work & the
player is no longer able to affect the interactive fiction; the final replies are
not evaluated in terms of their value to further play, but in terms of their
value as the conclusion to the narrative which has been produced in
traversal.

If the player character eats the fruit he becomes immortal and Lenore
seeminglydi e s . This ending most ophicadand | vy r e
artistic principles with regard to the function of Lenore. Like her
supernaturally beautiful namesake, Lenore in Nevermore is the inspiration
behind the player characterds quest for i mmorta
Lenor eds ab s eractive fictiomis shdwae, inia pdyae vision, to be
the playe r char act er 6 sthefPa)uThis sufgBstsi herkgreaief
alignment to ot her Poe n aarrrtaitsitvsedss sweheemi
Admurderd their bel oved andemblowokd of wo me
art, in order to further their perfection as objects de vitudo ( Mol denhaue
294, original italics; see Bronfen 71).
in Nevermore is literal: her portrait in the Gallery causes the player
character to cry, an effect in the male observer which Poe describes as the
invariable respoljnsne itte FReawtme devel opme
Phil osophy of Compositiond 678). I n add
with Alifed and #Al oweds ofassperramral enirdaty t he t
which must be spoken by the player character in the alchemical ritual, her
role as a murdered and thus perfected object de virtu is confirmed as a
necessary part of the playe r characterds guest for i
Courtyard, no longer absent from the player character, Lenore once again
functions as a catalyst for theplayer char acter 6s goal . Des
fatal negligence she encourages his quest for immortality in statements like
A6 r] emember meddyoandcobbfil]sftapnbygy whic
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willingness to be sacrificed and suggest his continued existence elsewhere.
Whentheplayer character Oeplayes d rtetae sap hlae tihd e
fades from [Lenoreb6s] cheeks, yolue @irgis® o]
(Courtyard). As no other information is provided about Lenore in the final

reply this description implies her death. Her second death as a byproduct of

theplayer characterdéds immortality -fesmaeerts th
relationshipin Po e 6 s -af-a-betutiful -woman trope.

The playe r char act er 6 sxperiere® rine shis n dcanakio
thematically aligns itself with the narra

commanding it, this choice might appear to represent a positive reworking of
the ending of 0 pldyer. HRwevwee thee ig aodehunmarizing
twist in granting the player character the immortality the narrator is denied

in the poem:

Time passes; centuries or hours, who can tell? It is all the same to you. You,
who can now no longer die; you, who live forever, you whose love is gone.
There are others; there are dreamers; there are changes, small and great, upon
the world& stage. Through wars and famine, plagues and golden cities you
walk alone. It is all a poor charade to you, for you know that you will look
upon Lenore& sweet face- nevermore. (Courtyard)

In this brand of immortality, the player charactero6s disintere
of concern for others, apathy for great developments and sorrow for the loss

of Lenorealcorrespond to the | imbo of the nar
Raven. 0 The npbabker dhardctgr inahis pasdage is a contrast to
the narratorés immobile submersion but d c

implication of eternal existential isolation; in other words, live burial.
In the other ending to the interactive fiction, Lenore eats the fruit and
becomes immortal while the player character is resurrected. Prior to reading
the final reply this ending may appeal to the player seeking contemporary
poetic justice for Lenore, but this conclusion also asserts the gendered
hi erarchy of Poebs poetic and philosophic
from the interactive fiction details the

Lenore takes the fruit from your hand relucta ntly, and waits a little while as if

expecting you to change your mind. At last she turns, lifts the apple to her
mouth, and bites slowly into it, gingerly, as if it were poison. Tears stream

down her face as she turns back to youl. . . .] She flings her ems around you,

and as twilight fades from your eyes, her tears and kisses fall. They fall forever,
down the long and changing years; but for you they fall i nevermore. *** You

have achieved Resurrection ***, (Courtyard, original emphasis)

74



Chapter One: Poetics of Destabilization infiT h e R a v éNavermaen d

This ending is not beneficial to Lenore but reads more like a punishment,
made all the more unjust in view of the playe r characterds une
resurrection. The suffering of the female counterpart while the male
character escapes any narrative judgment unquestionably stows an affinity
with several Poe narratives. Theplayer char acter 6s chance t

all udes to the cyclical process of Poe
Aflul niversal aggl omerati on and di ssol ut
irradi atdatontdthesoprtcthcess i s of fAa novel Un
and then subsiding into nothingness, at
(Poe,Eureka 58 2 ) . The fiHear't Divined which con
soul 6s, or ,iafs ouP owm O (P8AY, briginal emphases). The player

character in this ending approaches Poei

poetic imagination, capable of bringing worlds into existence through acts of
mental creation. This ending thus implies a postmodern reminder that
Nevermore is a constructed, fictional work , created andcompleted via acts of
imagination.

Nevermore6 s e n tkava ghe player uncertain about his or her
accomplishment in the interactive fiction. The two factors which jointly
foster this uncertainty are the forced disempowerment in the player 6 s r ol e
just prior to the conclusion and the narrative implications of the final replies.
The poetics of I|ive burial are apparent
which preclude t hee explomayioa orGtem nabigulbtiont y t o
as strategies for traversal in the isolated environment of the Courtyard. The
simul ated effects of l'ive buri al wor k i
represented live burial so that the player and player character are similarly
restricted. However, in the Courtyard live burial works in tandem with the
unspeakably cryptic comments which Lenore addresses to the player
character. The playerés role is thus con
blocked from embodying th e player character simultaneously, producing an
ambiguous, uncertain Gothic experience at the conclusion of the work. This
uncertainty is likely to be amplified by the narrative fates of the characters.
In either ending Lenore appears to suffers at the hands of the player
character and he either experiences existential isolation in immortality or
must come back from the dead alone. These endings appear to amplify the
aesthetics and ambiguous conclusion of P
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The Poetics of Destabilization

The pl ayer és participatory reception of
Nevermore: An Interactive Gothic involves a refiguring of the essential
concepts in Edgar All an Poebds fAThe Raven.
philosophy outlined in Eureka and use of the death-of-a-beautiful -woman

trope is reflected in the material -spiritual room descriptions, central

alchemical puzzle and function of the non-player character Lenore in

Nevermore. Furthermore, the Gothic conventions of the unspeakable and

live burial depi ct t he metaphors which engender t
t he poem as wel | as t he pl ayer és mirror
interactive fiction. Still, the destabilization revealed by the unspeakable and

live burial in Nevermore diverges from the metaphysical crisis illustrated in

AThe Raven. o Absolute boundaries i mpel t
poem while hindrances to traversal strategies and player character
embodi ment restrict the playerds ability

likely to foster a lost sense of control in the interactive fiction.

The poetics of these conventions in Nevermore indicate that while the
pl ayerés sense of a |l oss of control may b
Gothic effects, the fashion in which control is restricted is variable and may
reinforce the artistic elements of a part
fiction are known for their splintered, disordered personalities, it is fitting
t hat Cull 6s adaptation of fi his@it inRlkkev eno c o
pl ayerés relationship to the player <chara
live burial are shown to affect the player character and simulate effects for
the player, creating a shared experience of restriction, the poetics of the
unspeakable separate the player and the player character. The absolute
barrier of the knowledge gap between the player character and the player
simulates frustration and restriction for the player which is not represented
to affect the player character. The poetics of live burial and the unspeakable
thus fracture and strengthen the player 6s
character in manner which alludes to the unbalanced personality which the
narrator in AThe Raveno may possess and
exhibit. This sense of recycling particular conceits but employing them in
unique ways is highly pertinent to the poetics of Gothic conventions. The
next chapter investigates this issue further by considering the particular
poetics of one of the most wel-know Gothic conventions: the labyrinth.
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Chapter Two:
Reading with Awe and Playing with
Terror: Labyrinths in Selected Stories by
H. P. Lovecraft and Mich:

Anchorhead
A . . ] postmodern Gothic i s aoktherartificidlites and s pl ayf
ambivalences that surround eighteenth-century Gothic writing and were produced in relation to
the conflicts of emergi Gothictbd)der ni tyo (Fred Botting
Mi chael S. Goaged rinjedactive fiioiont Anchorhead: An
Inter active Gothic may be described as a digital continuation of Gothic
|l iterature through H. P. Lovecraftods na

fiction, the female player character moves to the town of Anchorhead with
her husband because he has inherited amansion from a distant branch of his
family shortly after the suicide of his cousin, Edward Verlac. As the player
character explores the town and meets its aloof inhabitants she discovers
rumors about the family, in particular the founder Croseus Verlac, w hich
suggest incestuous practices, supernatural abilities and an evil purpose
which involves bringing an extraterrestrial entity to earth. At the same time,
she watches her husband become increasingly distant and secretive,
eventually realizing that he is possessed by Croseus Verlac. This scenario
marries a Gothic narrative of female domestic constriction in an unfamiliar
environment to common Lovecraft themes of illusory surface appearances,
unwholesome survival via psychic possession and forbidden knowledye of
the cosmos. A central trope which mediates this marriage is the convention
of the Gothic labyrinth.

In the Gothic, the labyrinth is a ubiquitous device which emphasizes the
individual experience of terror and the sublime. Though the labyrinth was
frequently rendered as unicursal and systematic in the medieval period, the
Gothic labyrinth precludes unity and ins
fears and desires in a space which is alienating in its complexity (Doob 3;
Fyhr, De mdrka labyrinterna  343; Botting, Gothic 81). Emphasis on
individual experience in the labyrinth nullifies the distinction between maze -
like physical locations such as crypts and castles and more figurative or
abstract sites such as a char aredinds t or
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Gothic fictionds Il ong and varied history,
where oppositions depicted as needful in the narrative blur subversively.

These oppositions may be conditions, states or concepts whose separation is

seen as needful oressential to the coherence of the subject in the narrative. A
characterés confusion and struggle in the
collapse of these narratively constructed oppositions and may be literally or

metaphorically depicted as a difficulty in navigation. Needful oppositions

relate to vulnerable aspects of subjectivity, and so might be traditional, such

as the gener al opposition between Oright¢
reflect social or historical issues relevant in the fiction. For example, in
Horace Wal pol eThe Cadtlé¢ 6fOtranto,vellsabel | ads navi

through the dark and dangerous cloisters below the castle is a flight from the
collapsed oppositions of paternal guardian and eager bridegroom which
Manfred threatenin gly embodies (27-29). The rhetorical force of the
labyrinth derives from the psychological effects such collapsed oppositions
produce in the character and possibly in the reader. Characters who escape
the labyrinth experience terror, a long -lasting and profound fear churned up
by the troubling implications of the irrational blurring of these collapsed
oppositions. In turn, terror has the power to produce sublime feelings in a
reader who may, in response -threatemngser vi ng
sense ofwonderment, develop a sympathetic conception of awe mixed with
what Robert Mil es describes as fAdreadful
characterés terror (14) . The Gothic | aby
experiences of terror and the sublime make it a multi -functional convention,
especially in a genre where environment is traditionally central to the
narrative.
Though widely known as an author of so-called weird fiction which
features recurring themes related to threatening extraterrestrial being s, H. P.
Lovecraftodés narratives of terror develop
particular use of the convention of the labyrinth and its effects. 43 Written
during a period from approximately the end of World War | to the beginning
of World Warll, Lovecr aft 6s stori es exeraggfismiaidy a bl e
the aesthetic principles of the age of high modernism. This blend is evident

Bwhile Lovecraftos oeuvr e -homific fantabyensrratvesetdles gf temos arew e | | as non
predominant. In A H[ owar d] P[ hi,lébshipsknbwVedgaktterrords dominance in
whenhear gues that Lovecraft wished to fAupdateo the Gothic and

Adevotlkutkof hbi s 270-@2r eer 0O
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in narratives where richly detailed realism serves as a contrastive frame for
impressionistic sources of terror. One of the central, recurring sources of
terror and possibly the sublime in Lovec
posed by a coexisting reality (St. Ar m
Joshi, Primal Sources 66). Governed by the poetics of the Gothic labyrinth,

characters who glimpse a coexisting reality invariably experience the collapse

of narratively determined needful oppositions, an experience which

produces chronic fear and wonder in the character. For instance, the
narrator of the s$hormrt OosttocpufnfThbes Faster
6natural 6 and unnatural &6 for ms of e X i
Kingsport. Lovecraftoés term for characte
mixture of fear, curiosity, evil and wonder which is coterminou s with the

Gothic terror -sublime but nuanced to include concerns related to specific

narrative contexts.* Lovecr aftds narratives typica
distinct forms of the Gothic labyrinth. In what | refer to as the realized

labyrinth , characters encounter another world in a place which is explicitly

irrational, which eventually produces cosmic fear regarding the instability of

the known world and the bleak fate of humanity. Conversely, | claim that the

unrealized labyrinth is covert: characters glimpse a coexisting reality in

what appears to be a o6reald |l ocation bu
quality when it inexplicably vanishes. Characters who have exited the
unrealized l abyrinth develop cosmic fea
qualit y of al |l seemingly &éreal déd places. I n
about the stability of spaces may produce effects of the sublime in readers.
Explicitly developed from Lovecraft o
Anchorhead is a postmodern interactive fiction from 1998 which also
empl oys the Gothic convention of the | al

and impressionistic labyrinths are readily apparent in the interactive fiction.

In reviews, veteran interactive fiction critic Duncan Stevens notes the
evocative sophisticati on oAhchoBead)whileds wr i
aut hor and theori st Emily Shobdcomesssert s
almost oppressively realo for the player (Rev. of Anchorhead). Since
Anchorhead6s one hundr ed itlan snconvertgionally langek e

4 The modern narrative contexts of labyrinths in Lovecraft(
frequent use of a narrator. According to Bridgeman, while space in nineteenth-century narr atives is concrete
and s timnodeenist fidlion it is filte red, like time, throughthe perce pt i ons of t he. protagonis
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interactive fiction (Stevens, Rev. of Anchorhead) , this HAoppressive
vast environment provides a sharp contrast to the coexisting reality which
the player character initially glimpses from different labyrinths. As in

Lovecraftodés narratives, t hdeasdmitakepoeticss of t h
whi ch additionally encompass t he spati al
configured rules and allowances and player agency which are inherent to the

media formd are coherently employed in Anchorheadd s unrealized a
realized | abyrinths. However, Gentryds ir
work in that it fimanages to install and r
Ssubvert t he conventions o The tPolitipsr efsent s (
Postmodernism 1-2) . Unl i ke L ov e c-lalyrinth dasrativteyqgii cal s

character destabilization, Anchorhead features two labyrinths whose digital
poetics, working at times simultaneously, are only fully actuated if the player
wins the interactive fictio n by rescuing t he pl ayer c he
banishing the forces of evil from town and, of course, keeping the player

character alive. The interactive fictiono
playful.

Though consistent in its poetics, the convention of the Gothic labyrinth

can be seen to contextwually develop thr

fiction and Gentrydés po bk tlovecrdfeshont storiest er act i
such as AThe Music of Erich Zanndo and ATh
governs the unrealized and realized labyrinths, including their divergent

forms of cosmic fear related tothes pat i al stability dfn perc
Anchorhead, the power and threat of individual spaces is dismissed in favor

of the power and threat of subjective relationships. Although the digital

poetics of the unrealized and realized labyrinths are highly relevant in the

interactive fiction, those poetics are not bound to single, demarcated

locations. Furthermore, cosmic fears are not derived from the instability of

space: the female player character is shown to be terrified by the prospect of

evil lurking in familiar individuals and the sublime terror the player may

experience arguably develops from an abrupt disconnection to the player

character. This shift to the vulnerabilities of relationships is evident in the

subjective experience which the player creates while attempting to win the

0 g a msewkll as theisolating forms of cosmic fear experienced by the player

character and, possibly, the player.
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The Gothic Labyrinth and Lovecraftos
As a narrative device, the labyrinth stands for conflicted thoughts and
excessive emotion. Unlike the Gothic conventions of the unspeakable or live
burial, which indicate metaphorically defined barriers to communication or

movement , the | abyrinthés spatial met ap
indicates uncertainty and confusion. While it may be represented in a
multitude of different forms, the | abyr.i
effects it produces, both for a character and a reader. These effects include a
characterés i mmediate sense of threateni
in the Il abyrinth, the terror t hat deve

potential sublime response. These Gohi ¢ ef fects are visibl
terror fiction, where characters experience the terror of cosmic fear and
readers may gain the aesthetic pleasure of contemplating the threatening
implications of a potential coexisting reality. Though not traditional
l abyrinthine spaces, Lovecraftds unr e é
nonetheless produce these experiences and represent a modern development
of the Gothic convention.
The Gothic labyrinth is a demarcated, liminal space where what are
presented as nedful oppositions in a narrative no longer maintain
separation. In the context of a narrative, Gothic characters leave the world of
rationality and order, experience what Fred Botting describes as a threat to

fiknowing subjectivityo wénirdtuen toianfornnehe | ab
situation (APower in the Darknesso 249,
labyrinth are clearly marked in a narrative, frequently via spatial placement,

the | iminal sense of being 6ébetweend is

or blurring of conditions, states or ideas which may not be combined in the
world -view of the narrative, a situation which is deeply threatening to
characters.*® For instance, the mazelike crypts and forests which characters
flee through in early Gothic fiction break down oppositions between
environment and character subjectivity so that characters struggle to
navigate their own fears as much as the physical space.Examples of

45 This collapse of oppositions is represented by the insecurity of the subject, in contrast to when those
oppositions are safely separated and the subject is not threatened. For example, varklferen writes that

i mi nal spaces in Gothic fiction, such as labyrinths or d
otherwise safely tucked away in categorised truthso 101.

statesoriginat ed i n Turnerds anthropological work but is freque
and dislocation in literary criticism. See Turner, Blazingthe Tral and fADewey, Dil they and Dr an
Oortiz, ALi minality.o
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recurring needful oppositions which are mediated in literal and figurative

labyrinths i n Got hic fictiondés history include |
real and the wunreal (Botting, APower in t
(Hogl e, filntroductiono 11) and fiction ar

Mor e speci fi cal troy fiction confasesr thed bstdbility ande

instability of locations while the opposition of familial security and insecurity

is prominent in the genmeachdheagli cal terror of
The effect of the labyrinth is intense and mysterious. Unlike more

immediate physical reactions to something shocking or grotesque, terror

i mplies a profound threat whi ch Thempl i cat
sublime, in turn, represents the awe that exists beyond comprehension.
Eighteenth-century theorist Edmund Burke stat es t hat terror, wh |
the mind of all its powers of acting and
the subl i me, which he describes as fAthe s

capable of feelingo (57, 58, 39X its Bur ked:
relationship to terror is frequently examined by literary critics (Boulton vii;
Mishra 29; seeSmith, Gothic Literature 10-13), in part because Burke claims

that for terror to produce sublime effect
di st ancetsaphar mwvhi ch speaks to a readerds
narrative (Burke 40). Jerrol d E. Hogl e in

as exclusive to fiction with the <c¢claim
artificialo to produdevhihe rfnaauvimbenoc alfl
terror (Al nt)rrodWkitliend had4 significance of
producti on of subl i me terror predomi nan
experience, a character also may be shown to experience sublime effects of
terror after exiting the labyrinth. Botting illustrates this difference when he
rel ates Bur kean sublimity both t o a rea
Afvastness, intricacy, and indeterminacyo
resultant fibewil der mentd, amar fildd xsiotryg,adni fzian
relatontothewor | d ( APower i n -65I)hEhe &perichaeefshe 0 250
labyrinth is one of sublime terror for the Gothic character and possibly for
the reader or, in the case ofAnchorhead, the player.

H. P. L o vundationafl tobcept df cosmic fear is a modernist
version of sublime terror. In his essay fiSupernatural Horror in Literature , 0
Lovecraft describes cosmic fear as a mixture of fear, evil, wonder and
curiosity and claims that to have cosmic fear in a story,
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[a] certain atmosphere of breathless and unexplainable dread of outer,

unknown forces must be present; and there must be a hint, expressed with a

seriousness and portentousness becoming its subject, of that most terrible

conception of the human brain d a malign and particular suspension or defeat

of those fixed laws of Nature which are our only safeguard against the assaults

of chaos and the daemons of unplumbel space. (426)
This description braids essential fear of the unknown into early twentieth -
century scientific concerns about the instability of Newtonian laws, the limits
of the human brain and the possible contents of the universe. Unexplainable
phenomena lead to dread because they encourage scientific enquiry but
defeat the knowledge and understanding that such inquiry may produce. A
character who experiences cosmic fear is both attracted to and repelled by
the source of that fear, which may itself be explicitly evil or terrifying.
Despite its modern trappings, cosmwfii c fea
the human braind seemingly paraphrases E
i s fithe strongest emotion which the mir
addition, the qualities of astonishment, admiration, reverence and respect

which Burke attributes to subli me t err or are visible in
blend of fear and awe, a complex ambiguity which Noé&l Carroll relates to a
fireligious feelingd which restores pri mc
worl do (Bur ke-63)7#CoGani rco lalw edits thediterhtiren i t vy

of sublime terror is further emphasi zec

l'iterature of cosmic awe from Amundanel )
more immediate emotional and physical reactions of disgust, a distinction
which alludes to the horror/terror dichotomy proposed by the eighteenth -
century Gothic noveliatuAah HRadcbrffie (L
426). Radcliffe contends that horror freezes and contracts the faculties of a

reader while terror i e eng thenfakugltiest td & hige o u |
degree of lifed (AONn the Supernatur al i
not empl oy Radcliffeds di chot o mahiss t ern

allusion equates cosmic awe with terror, an effect his characters experience
which may produce a sublime result in his readers.
In a similar contextualization, the poetics of the Gothic labyrinth govern
the ontological threat which a coexisting reality poses for characters, a
situation which is central ratves Whilsd of L

carrol | r e p | casmie fearowith ecosmieawsd 6 o better qualify the visiona
Lovecraftian terror. | will also use the term cosmic aweas it most accurately captures the responses evoked in
and by Lovecraft 6dsAntherheadr narratives and
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coexisting reality is dangerous because the beings or forces within it are
potentially harmful to a character or humanity, the primary threat of the
encounter lies in how proximity to another world in a liminal space collapses
what are presented as psychologically necessary oppositions for the
characters. For example, the opposition between rational, scientific
knowledge and imagined, forbidden dreams blurs for the geologist narrator
of At the Mountains of Madness when he views an inexplicable Antarctic
mountain range (269-70). Characters who glimpse a coexisting reality in
Lovecraftodés stories are shown to experien
of oppositions is a paradox which prompts a sense of the relative
meaninglessness, mental limitations and powerlessness of humanity. These
experiences follow the poetics of the Gothic labyrinth.

The unrealized and realized | abyrinths
include horrific beings at their centers who contribute to the development of
distinct forms of cosmic awe in the characters. The former labyrinth type
indicates an area which appears rational and logical to a character but which
later inexplicably disappears; the disappearing location temporally mediates
the oppositionabdfe d&rnedaldéubnrcerals 6 or inst al
encounter a horrific being at the figurative center of this labyrinth which
mediates other needful oppositions of the narrative. Alternatively, the
realized labyrinth refers to a location which is overtly i rrational and
contradictory to O6natur al |l aws. 6 The horr
of this liminal space of paradox does not serve as a site of collapsing
oppositions, as in the unrealized labyrinth, but is rather entirely of the
coexisting reality and therefore depicted as threateningly incomprehensible
to characters. Charactersdé experiences at
shown to prompt their immediate flight back to perceived non -labyrinthine
areas in the narrative. Cosmic awe for the chamacters develops after they exit
the labyrinth, though the form it takes depends on which labyrinth the
character encountered. The readerds possi
effects of cosmic awe may be similarly distinguishable by labyrinth type.

By rendering labyrinthine spaces and sublime terror in topical and timely
for ms, Lovecraft fulfills what Joyce Car
bet ween readers of genre fiction and the
that they will be manipulated, but the g uestion is how? and when? and with
what skill? and t o what p Anchprteeade 18 0 (xiii
unguestionably a genre piece and heavily
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qguestions in Oates6 fAtacit agreemento a
who plays the interactive fiction.

The Unrealized Labyrinth in AThe Mus
Anchorhead

In Lovecraftds terror fiction, the wunre
initially appears as O6real 6 and Wiabl e a
a reader may anticipate the unusual nature of the location, the character is
depicted as ignorant of t he sitebds

encountering the horrific being at the center of the area and experiencing the

|l ocationds isapeearantel Thade Itegrifyini events produce a
particular cosmic awe for the character where all locations contain the
threatening potential to collapse needful oppositions, given time. For the
reader, the aesthetically intriguing threat of unknown forces in the everyday
world may produce feelings of the sublime.#” In Anchorhead, the digital
poetics of the unrealized labyrinth function consistently but are delayed and
dislocated across three locations in a manner which highlights the interactive
fictiaomoHmparternt relationship to and disti
While the Hidden Court area, a cul-de-sac in the town of Anchorhead, is
what eventually disappears, the player character views the horrific being
which signals a collapse of needful oppositions in a separate liminal area and
she is shown to experience the terror of cosmic awe only once the player has

guided her to Anchorheadd s epil ogue. Thi s post mod
labyrinth poetics beyond a single location develops from the interactive
fictionds aut hored and for mal distinctions

Featuring both an unrealized and realized labyrinth and configured to

encourage player input via constant emphasis on a threatening but avoidable

future, Anchorhead only fulfills the poetics of the labyrinth if the player
achieves t he correct wi nning ending.
accomplishment, in the domestic space of the epilogue the player character
experiences a cosmic awe specifically governed by the digital poetics of the
unrealized labyrinth. Although Lovecraftian cosmic awe typically indicates

the epistemologically threatening instab

47E><ample'softheunrealizedIabyrinthcanbefoundin shortst ori es such aisHedndthee Festi val,
morewell-kk nown @AThe Musi@ of Erich Zann.
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female body and role as a wife become 06si
that her depicted awe derives instead from family relationships.

Despite its otherwise rational, realistic appearance, the liminal quality of
the unrealized |l abyrinth in Lovecraftds s
is suggested prior t d8linthsestory the endealizedl i sappea
l abyrinth is the Rue d6éAuseil, which is b
city of the narrative both as a cul-de-sac and via the difficultly the character
has in accessing it. The narrator ddescri b
to all vehicles, consisting in several places of flights of steps, and ending at
t he top i n a |l ofty i vied wal |l o (45) . I
circumscription, the name do6Auseil al so
Burleson argues that the word i Ausei |l , 6 which is meaning
might be construed from au seuil, or fAat the threshold, 0 a
which is synonymous with the experience of a liminal space (75)2° With the
streetds disappearance indi cstotyeitdsetr n t he
apart location and telling name are likely to suggest liminal qualities to the
reader. However, the narratordéds descripti:
shown to have lived in for several months indicate that the area was, prior to
its disappearance, perceived as rational, mundane and otherwise
indistinguishable from other parts of the city which the narrative presents
realistically (AThe -44,u48)i For thefcharkcter, thih Zann o
| ack of di stinct i ontions wib lme smnifibaatrin tller e al 6 |
production of cosmic awe.

At the figurative center of the unrealized labyrinth and climax of the
story, the collapse of what are depicted as necessary oppositions in the
narrative occurs when the character glimpses a coeisting reality.
Oppositions are blended and mediated by two framing devices which provide
literal and figurative glimpses of the threats posed by the coexisting reality.
The first frame is the window in the room belonging to the elderly viol
player. Hoping for a panoramic view of the city, the narrator looks out of
Zanndéds window and sees fino city spread

48My arguments in this section will focus solely on fAiThe Mus
of the unrealized labyrinth.

49 ynike Tur ner 8 s conception of a | iminal space as a site of proc
AThe Music of Erich Zanno as a blockage or barrier where th
possibility to accomplish it. See Turner, Blazing the Trail 49 and Burleson 75. Non-progressive liminality is

endemic to the Gothic labyrinth.
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gleaming from remembered streets, but only the blackness of space
illimitable; unimagined space alive with motion and music, a nd having no
semblance to anything on eartho (51). L
what are known and unknowable to the narrator. Specifically, the scene
subverts a limited view with an infinite view, three -dimensional geography
with an absence of geogp phy and 6édeadd outer space
musi cal space. The narrator Vi ews t his
fiterror, o for a moment before he attempt
(51). The second frame which collapses oppositions is the being athe center
of the labyrinth. Like the space of the labyrinth itself, Zann mediates
opposing concepts and conditions. After looking out the window, the
narrator blindly locates Zann in the dark room by his frenzied viol playing
and figuratively glimpses wit h  hi s h a rcaolds stiffened, @nbrieathng
face whose glassy eyes bulged wuselessly
paradox of lively death or deathly life has a powerful impact on the narrator,
whose dA[l]eaping, floasimgpd ftlhei Ruke doOW
Afhealthier streets and boulevardso is a
actions after the view from the window
suggests the narratords new sense of the
from perceived reality.

The power of the labyrinth as a Gothic convention lies partly in the
immediate horror at its center but primarily in its ability to generate sublime
terror. The key catalyst of cosmic awe in the unrealized labyrinth is its
disappearance, because this temporal change is shown to permanently blur
the known and unknowable for the narrator. Structured as a narrative frame
for the events in the Rue dob6Auseil, t he
maps, interviewing individuals and expl oring the city in an attempt to
relocate the street introduces and concludes the story (45, 52). What is
terrifying for the narrator in fAiThe Musi
other places may also be horrific liminal spaces?2° In this sense, mapping and
walking the city signifies two attempts to quell this terror. First, the
narratords efforts t o |l ocate the Rue d
reestablish the oppositions collapsed there, either by coming to understand

50Morgan implies that Lovecraftés fiction most readily repg
subverting the realism of specificlocat i ons. For subjects in a narrative, the
assurance afforded by real place dissolveso 217.
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the fantastic elements of the location and thereby making the unknowable
known or by discovering that the location is indistinct from other places in

the city and thereby establishing a reassuring boundary between the
empirically known and the imaginative unknowable. Second, the narrator 6 s
cartographical actions also represent an attempt to reinforce the scope of the
known by ensuring that there is no trace of the unknowable in other areas of
the city. The latter attempt is futile, given the depicted impossibility of

determining the unknowabl e i n the Rue dbéAuseil prio
and with the street gone the narrator cannot ultimately accomplish the first
goal . Thi s dil emma produces cosmic awe .

curiosity and wonder, evident in the psychological humi liation he is shown
to feel at not finding the street, is tempered by the fear which is reflected in
his contrary assertion that he is not sorry about this failure (45, 52). The
sublime terror of the unrealized labyrinth for the narrator is that all places
have the future potential to collapse needful oppositions.
For the reader, this quandary is the potential source of a sublime
experience. The opposition of the known and the unknowable which the
narrative questions derives from central lacunae for the reader: why did the
Rue do6Auseil di sappear? | s the narratoros
really vanish? Questions about the narrative reflect potential uncertainties in
the reading experience. Carroll describes the appeal of experiencing this sort
of Lovecraftian uncertaint y-sealed humanconf i rn
conviction about the world, viz., that it
Paraphrasing Lovecraft, Oates details a more specific appeal to western
readers of the last ninety years when she posits that cosmic awe is a product

of fan age that has ceased to believe <co
retaining the primitive instinct to do so
Bot h schol ar s emphasize t hastproducevamcr aft 6s

aesthetic pleasure related to core human apprehensions. At the same time,
Oatesd juxtaposition of collective belief
this pleasure is a guilty one, or at least highly personal. Such an instinctual
yet subjective experience reflects the effects of theBurkean sublime.
In Anchorhead, the Hidden Court area is an unrealized labyrinth. As with
the Rue do6Auseil, the area is demarcated
to its disappearance but otherwise is descibed as rational and realistic to the
player character. Consisting of two rooms which include Hidden Court and a
new-age trinket shop called The Cauldron, the Hidden Court area is
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conceptually a cul-de-sac in the town and proves difficult to access. The ara
is entered via the Twisting Lane room, a challenging space both in terms of
its description and allowable player character movement. In the Twisting
Lane,

[tihe lane narrows here to little more than a badly cobbled sidewalk as it

wends its way up through a series of tortuous bends and switchbacks. In some

places, the street is so steep that steps have been cut into it, worn down over

the years and slick with moss. Your progress is blocked at the top of the street

by a blank brick wall.
While the player character is shown to be confused by this spatial
arrangement, the description of this steep street alludes to the access to the
Rue do6Auseil and may signal the potenti s
pl ayer who has r e &ldvovenment énctheaafet Oreatessa or y .
further distinction between the player
pl ayerés illogical di fficulties. W th fo
retreating from the Twisting Lane room proves unexpectedly challenging.
Since the player character O6movedd northw
be surprised to discover that commanding the player character to exit the
room by moving southeast only produces a description of the player
characterds ineff ectsi @nee thecplayerd guessesl thewa n d e
correct direction for exiting the room, the space is only confusing at the level
of description. A similar separation of
l'iminality of the area and t hozatignlisay er c
indistinguishable from other realistic areas in town occurs once the Hidden
Court area becomes accessible on the second day the player character is in
Anchorhead.52 At this point the brick wall is no longer blank but contains a
graffito of an arrow indicating a passage to Hidden Court which the player
character has Anever noticed beforeodo bt
regard as a new passage (Twisting Lane). Since the player character is
represented as having just moved to Anchorhead at the start of the
interactive fiction it is reasonable that she be bewildered by the Twisting

SlEyrther allusions to AThe Music of Erich Zannad may occur
addition to th e room description which describes the sound of violin music in the area as well as the
proprietords referential comments about the violin on dis

story is not a violin, in The Thing on the Doorstep and Other Weird Stories Joshi notes that it is a common
mistake to assume that it is 377, note 3.

52ProgressthroughAnchorheadi s divided into three ¢6days.® Each day i s
time but via the completion of specific actions.
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Lane. In addition, the two rooms in the Hidden Court area are described
with realistic details which are appropriate to the late 1990s time period of
the interactive fiction setting and they function like standard rooms in the
work. While the bordered, allusive and liminal qualities of the Hidden Court
area may hint at a labyrinth for the player, the player character is not shown

to distinguish the area from other standar d areas in the intera
setting.
Unl i ke Lovecraftos unrealized l abyrinth

Hidden Court area in Anchorhead does not provide a horrifying glimpse of a
coexisting reality, nor does it include the collapse of needful oppositions or a
being who mediates such oppositions. Instead, these aspects of the
unrealized labyrinth convention are delayed and dislocated to the area which
functions as the realized labyrinth. The extension of labyrinth poetics is
seemingly acknowledged in The Cauldron when the proprietor of the shop
dismisses a symbolic Lovecraftian gateway to another world and issues
cryptic warnings about the future. If the player commands the player
character to ask the proprietor about the tarot cards on display, the non-

pl ayer characterés reply i s:
AThe cards are actually very delicate, t hi
[ . . ] He | eans toward you, of fering you
AThey say, 0 he whispers, fi t hdotsedtbyhthes very d
infamous medium i6 he fr owns. fiNot Bl avatski ; t he

name? Anyway, it is said that by shining a light through the cards and

projecting the image onto a wall, you may open gateways to other worlds.

Frankl vy, lodoGdul dugn) t .
Two allusions to Lovecraft appear in this description: Madame Blavatsky is
credited as inspiring Lovecraftds concep
everyday environments (Fyhr, D6d men drommande [Dead But Dreaming ]
140) and the Aeaxtiesewaydg treahbitcyo i s remin
window.%3 T o borrow from Linda Hut cheonos di
postmodern develops from the modern, the overt intertextuality of this

scene, i ncluding -hameke dismissal pof Blavatsky asl o f f
gateways © other worlds, signals Anchorheadd s post modern firel
however i roni c,TheoPolitics of aPdstntodemiand 27), The

proprietorés description of the tarot car

53Examples of other Lovecraft works which feature Iliteral or fi
APol ari sdo armBdbgiThe Moon
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Erich Zann, 0 may t herpedtios ofehe labyrmth tochal | y s L
pl ayer who is familiar with Lovecraftéés
player character as she does not respond. Similarly, if the player commands

the player character to question the proprietor about various topics his

replies are full of oddities and warnings which communicate separate

messages to the player and player -charac

tendriled bunch, 60 Croseus Verlac is dr
although Edwar dn Veerdecrwsr cehridd rtehe propr
mi ght have been so much worse.®0 I n addi
the player c harva cctheared s wh udbameaed hel p f
ti mesdo ahead and hi s expl i catdemsn of

fidcatastrophic change, di saster, an oV

indicate potential future collapsing oppositions (Cauldron). Although these

enigmatic statements represent possible threats for the player character, who

is shown not to respondto t h e m, they symbolize 6fut
interactive fiction for the player to overcome or avoid. The focus on future

possibilities also suggests the extension of labyrinth poetics.

Terrords extension out of t h e touther e al i z
configuration of Gentryés interactive fi
narratives. As a digital media form wh
encourages player i nvol vement by provid

through the work. The byproduct of this support structure for traversal is an

emphasis on an uncertain future which may be altered in the eventual

narrative produced, a formal distinction from concerns for the reader of a

printed narrative. Specifically , Gent ry 6s geswfoomkiwo dypicake r
narrative trends in Lovecraftds fiction.
narratives end with a characterés sense
supremacy of a coexisting reality (see Punter, The Literature of Terror 2:

40), Anchorhead is configured to encourage and allow the player to

overcome the primary threats from the other world. > Second, most

Lovecraft narratives climax in the center of a single labyrinth, with the
characterds terrified e s wea peeving aas dhe event
conclusion. Anchorhead features two Lovecraftian labyrinths which exist

54 The range of possible simulation endings includes several scenarios of premature death for the player
character, ©bbssangdbhsecehiamax of the work and two o6winning
access to the epilogue.
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well prior to climactic events in the story produced by the interactive fiction .
Taken together, the media formbs emphasi
Anchorhead6 s figuoation as a winnable, multi -labyrinth work influence
the delay and dislocation of labyrinthine poetics to match the narrative
which the player creates in traversing the interactive fiction.
The extended effects of the unrealized labyrinth are evident in
labyrinthine areas encountered later in the interactive fiction. The horrific
being who mediates the collapse of needful oppositions at the center of the
unrealized labyrinth is dislocated to the area of the realized labyrinth in
Anchorhead. This being is glimpsed through the series of spy holes in the
Narrow Corridor area, a secret passage in the Verlac mansion. As the player
character 6l ooksd through each hole to vi

softwarebs replies pr otvtheduwernatralfigerasfi ng evi
Croseus Verlac has possessed the player ¢
Chil drends Bedroom Michael acts strangely

old jewelry box and touches the ethee b fas
house being as new to him as it is to the player character. In the next room
the player character surveils the Sitting
the portrait of Croseus Verlac which hangs there. As Michael regards the
portrait with odd fami | i ar i t vy, the ©player character
realizationd that his expression is one o
as if he were fApreen[ing] hi msel f i n a mi
collapse of the narratively opposed figures of Michael and Croseus is
confirmed when the player crhiamnaecd eery evsi 0e wosn
Michael which are unmistakably linked to Croseus Verlac in several other
places in the interactive fiction.

The oppositions of youth and (extreme) age, love and hate, good and evil
and known and unknowable collapse in this mediated figure and produce
horrific effects in the player character.®*Di scovering Michael s v

Sitting Room, the player character inear
[sic], hear t pounding wildly,d while t-he i mag
ri mmed eyes in the Wi ne Cellar produces a

the sight in alarm. These physical reactions gesture toward the desire to flee

55 croseus Verlac is depicted as a sinister being with unexplained supernatural abilities who has existed for
more than four hundred years by occupying the bodies of male Verlac descendants from every second
generation. The pattern for this form of survival is cyclical: towards the end of one of his physical lives,
Croseus impregnates his current daughter and then jumps into the new body of his son/grandson at birth.
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which the narrator fulfils in leaving t he Rue dO6Auseil, but t
effect signals that it is not possible to immediately escape to a Lovecraftian
6real 6 bPcherheadet hien pl ayer characteros oOre
her relationship to her husband, not a particular place. As the player can
command the player character to rescue Michael and banish Croseus to
another dimension later in the interactive fiction, the final elements of the
poetics of the unrealized labyrinth are further delayed and dislocated until
after those actions have been accomplished.

The crucial element in the poetics of the Gothic labyrinth is its ability to
engender sublime terror outside the labyrinth. In the domestic environment
presented in Anchorhead6 s epil ogue, t he cosmic a we
character experiences is specifically related to her female body and role as a
wife. Based on the room description supplied when the epilogue begins, the
player character is in the upstairs of her home with Michael waiting
downstairs on this An)oMichaeltoaasisnally saklstot 6 ( Ho
the player character in excited anticipation while the player character is
described as eager to bring him the Awon
test (Home, Your Bathroom). Despite the happy excitement of this scene,
however, the player characterds fear is
appear as the player guides her through
wave of uneasinesso without knowi ng why
formless appr ehen dershordof bréath aid questianing s
why she is so frightened fion what shoul d
When the player character is directed to examine the labyrinthine framing
window of the home pregnancy t esdble she
evil she sees:

You stare down at the little plastic indicator, and an inexplicable horror seizes
you as you recall Edward Verlads last words: And besides; who could say
whether the crafty devil Croseus might not concoct some new way to enter
the world, through a new body -- through that of one of my daughters,
perhaps? The ritual has always demanded a grandson, but Croseus was
never one to let such atrivial inconvenience stop him. He would find a way.
He always returns to his blood. The window is pink. The test is positive. (Your
Bathroom, original italics)

With her baby a potential vessel to be possessed by Croseus, oppositions

once again collapse and the evil source of her curiosity, wonder and fear is
provided. As the wife of a man with supernatural evil in his bloodline and

future mother to potential evil, the incessant unease and uncertainty of
terror is very specif i female dodytandkefamiyl ay er
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situation. This emphasis on domestic, corporeal terror marks a notable shift
from what Oates describes as Lovelessaftds 7
tales where environmental terrors may be figured internally for human
subjects only via mental agitation or dreams (Oates x). Though the shift from
male to female character suggestsapssi bl e pol i tical critigud
narratives, Anchorhead nevertheless adheres to traditional Gothic
conceptions of female terror. Anne Williams notes that marriage -related
terror is prominent in Gothic fiction and Carol Clover suggests that the
sexuality of the female body, especially as a vessel or portal for evil, is central
to the history of the genre (13536, 330-31). Anchorheadds overt shi ft
female narrative subject arguably impacts the broader shift from spatial
sources of terrorinLovecraf t 6s fiction to relational S
fiction. 56

In spite of the dislocated extension of the convention, the cosmic awe
based on family relationships which the player character is shown to
experience is specifically governed by the digital poetics of the unrealized
labyrinth. The threat of Croseus possessing a child was anticipated in the
proprietords veiled comment t hat Edwar dos
suggested i n Mi chael / Croseusé attention
Bedroom and r ei nf or ced wi t h t he pl ayer chara
Edwardds worry in the epilogue. With this

initial functions of the unrealized | abyr
cosmic awe is recognizable as the fulfillmentd t he conventionds pc
Lovecraftés characters, the effect of the

have the future potential to collapse needful oppositions. In Anchorhead, as

a postmodern work wusing and sudmvtisti ng Lo
broad fear of what time may bring is personal rather than spatial. The player

character is suggested to be afraid for her fetus,for herself as the incubating

body and possibly for her husband. Directly following the reply describing

the positive pregnancy test, the player character overhears Michael telling

hi msel f: i6O0h, I hope itoés a Ilittle girl
girl 6o (Your Bat hr oom) . -méarang statemgntobe r ead
fatherly excitement seemingly becomes a dar k echo of Croseu
actions in this context. This implication is reinforced by the fact that it is the

56 A similar focus on the anxieties of family relationships is developed in my analysisofMadam Spi der 6s Web
in chapter three.
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last reply prior to ending, presumably leaving the player character to
experience cosmic awe generated by relational sources in the unealized
labyrinth.

The unrealized labyrinth in Anchorhead, while coherent with the poetics
of the Gothic labyrinth, demonstrates both a development from and
undermining of the same narrative device
Zann. o L o v ealized fabydnth fuoctionse in a single, powerful
location and fosters fear and wonder in the character regarding the potential
future collapse of oppositions in places. In turn, readers may experience an
instinctual sublime related to modernist tenets such as existential isolation
in an unknown, potentially fragmented physical world. 57 Conversely, the
dislocated and delayed poetics of the unrealized labyrinth in Anchorhead
reflect contextual issues for traversal as well as a transparent, subversive use
oflovecraftdés trope. Al t hough the player
following the Lovecraftian form of cosmic awe from the unrealized labyrinth,
the potential future collapse of oppositions is figured not through spaces but
through her unborn child, sel f and husband. I n t his
interactive fiction presents a postmoderl
which is nonetheless coherent with traditional Gothic conceptions of female
terror.

The Realized Labyrinth in fAThe Call
An chorhead

Distinct from the covert unrealized labyrinth, the realized labyrinth in
Lovecraftds Gothic stories is a demarc
needful oppositions for characters. As part of its poetics, cosmic awe from

the realized labyrinth comp| et el y under mines a <charac
well as the means through which he is able to conceive of the world itself. For

the reader, this labyrinthine collapse is reflected at the level of narrative

form and may produce imagined epistemological contradictions on a vast

scale which gesture toward the sublime3® | n Gentryos post
interactive fiction, the digital poetics of the realized labyrinth reflect the

57Though Lovecraftds antiquated |iterary aesthetics are al
infl uences are documented by Gayford ini T h e A rAntaessd  anmock fully explored by Fyhr in D6d men

drommande .

58 Examples of therealized labyrinth can be foundint he short story fAThe CalAt of Cthu
the Mountains of Madness.
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poetics of t he convention i n Lovecraft 6.
dislocated, extended form as the player is an active agent in fulfilling those

poetics. Through successful player character embodiment over the course of

the work, the player creates an investment in the narrative events in the

interactive fiction which serves as the contrastive foundation for a forced

distance to terror in the epilogue. While the player character is shown to

experience cosmic awe derived from the unrealized labyrinth, the player
encounters the basis for the realized | al
interacti ve fiction procedures which create a critical split between the player

character and player.

In Lovecraftds terror fiction, the reald.
its demarcated, liminal and contradictory qualities upon discovery. I'n AThe
Callof Chul hu, 6 the realized |l abyrinth is 1| oc
the Pacific Ocean®*Di scovered by a group of sailors
collapses the boundary between certainty and uncertainty in a manner that
is immediately frightening to the char acters (166) . The sai
account of finding the island includes a

carven rock where a second glance shewed concavity after the first shewed
convexityd and -obhdkleregrpngidastaitheri es ir
rul es of matter and perspective seemed u
blend of fixity and fluctuation in a mineral substance or the equally
di sturbing conflation of reliable and unrt
blocks which could have beenno mortal staircased0 whi ch t he sail ors
ascend indicate a breached distinction between what is perceived as earthly
and unearthly size (166). The contradictions of the realized labyrinth
mediate contact with a coexisting reality upon first discovery.

As an entity from the coexisting reality, the horrifying being glimpsed
through a framing device in the center of the realized labyrinth collapses
oppositions to the extent that its very existence is shown to be a
psychological and physical threat to the characters. The narrator who retells
Johanseno6s account of finding t he i sl an
emergence of Cthulhu through an immense carved door:

It lumbered slobberingly into sight and gropingly squeezed Its gelatinous
green immensity throu g h t he bl ack door way]| .

59Myarguments in this section will focus solely on fiThe Cal/l
the realized labyrinth.
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handwriting almost gave out when he wrote of this. Of the six men who never

reached the ship, he thinks two perished of pure fright in that accursed

instant. The Thing cannot be describedd there is no languagefor such abysms

of shrieking and immemorial lunacy, such eldritch contradictions of all

matter, force, and cosmic order. A mountain walked or stumbled. (167)
While the area of R6l yeh confuses perce
being affects oppositions which are portrayed as essential in the human
world view. With empirically known, describable human reality subverted by
inconceivable, impossible to describe alien existence, Cthulhu represents a
psychological threat so extreme that two characters die at the sight. The
magnitude of these collapsed oppositions is demonstrated in language,
which is not merely too limited or undeveloped to fit the task, but wholly
fifal i en t o t he real ity being expressedo
Wor | ds 6 3 Or@doncilalffeuircdmpatibility underpins the totality of
the threat which Cthulhu represents for the characters as it implicates the
limits of the human cognitive processes which have produced language in the
first place. This profoundly horrifying paradox pr ompt s t he sai l or ¢
retreat from the island and back to know

Like the unrealized labyrinth, the intense terror which Cthulhu inspires is

secondary to the cosmic awe which characters experience in the narrative
setting6s ty.arms distarce to temoa is figured literally for the
sailor Johansen after his return to Norway and figuratively for Thurston, the
narrator of AThe Call of Cthul hudo who,
Cthul hu, reads Johans e mrsdde giaes proofi to tthe As J
ontological threat which other material collected by the narrator only hints
at, Thurston expresses his own persistent wonder and terror when he claims:

il have | ooked upon all that the univers
skies of spring and the flowers of summer must ever afterward be poison to
meo (TBG8O8)Yystonds fear and dislike of t hi

attempt to contain and forget it by placing all of his research into a tin box
which he hopes his executas will keep hidden. In the very next paragraph,

however, the chronic irritation of cCoSTt
contradictory <curiosity about the fate
and dr eams in the deep, 0 and ihothhede mnat
exclamati on: A mu st not and cannot t hi

demonstrates that cosmic awe from the realized labyrinth, while
undoubtedly spatial, does not create a worry about the hidden threats of
seemingly real places, as the unrealizedabyrinth does. Instead, the sublime
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terror of the realized labyrinth is that knowledge of the full alterity of the
coexisting reality psychologically undermines the nature and grounds of the
character 6s knowlaswelyas the fmearts theoughwiichl hd
apprehends it. In this awe-filled, mental double bind the character is
rendered powerless to act.

For the reader, the narrativeds questi ol
the allure of the unknowable Cthulhu may provide an experience of the
sublime. The bottom of the ocean and the depths of space represent
unknown frontiers of human knowledge which might effectively engender
fearful, imaginative meditations of the known and unknown. Oates describes
this appeal as an inherent part of the recurring fantasy of stories such as

AThe Call of Ct hul hu, 06 where filan entire
underside of our known world, as a night-g aun't may | urk beneath
bed in the darkness, or as mankindbés tra
beneath cvi | i zati onés veneero (xii). Such i me
indicate a vast overturning of the everyday world which may be alluring in its

force and scope. More directly, the breal
Cthul huo i mpl i cat efsas brotken oniaeffectaal forvthe | t s el

reader, a metareflexive function of the collapsed oppositions of the Gothic

l abyrinth which Hogle and Botting have ar.
Restless Labyrintho 163, -50).FForaecaderjtme t he Da
linguistic dilemma of the narrative might seem to aesthetically mirror the
uncertainty of t he charactersb terrible

heighten an emotional response. The reade
both from t hetemanditséotmi veds co
Whil e not as remote as the island city o

of the Verlac mansion in Anchorhead is nonetheless a setapart location

which overtly collapses oppositions for the player character and the player.
Conceptually on the periphery of what is depicted as a standard space in the

interactive fiction environment, the Narrow Corridor area is a series of six

rooms which make up a hidden passage behind the fireplace in the Study. In

the interactive fiction it is suggested that Croseus Verlac built the passage to

secretly observe particular rooms in the house and also track the course of an
extraterrestrial entity via a telescope-like device. Upon entering the area, the

pl ayer characterods c onf us idesaription:sfi Tdhwei dent
passage, no more than two feet wide at its widest point, bends and twist [sic]

at confusing angles, making it hard to tel
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Though not expressly threatening, this collapse of navigational certainty and

uncertainty which the player character e

anglesd on RO6Ilyeh for the player, espe

through the rooms. Contrasted to standard rooms in the interactive fiction
which typically have unique names and separate descriptions, nearly all the
rooms in the Narrow Corridor fail to indicate or facilitate player character
advancement. Instead, five of the rooms have the same room name (Narrow
Corridor) as well as the same room description. An effect of this is that if the
player character is commanded to move from one of the Narrow Corridor
rooms to another one the player is likely to be unsure whether movement
occurred, which demonstrates a blurring
movement and stasis. In three of these five seemingly identical rooms one
additional statement about a spy hole in the wall is added to the room
description, but rather than acting as a landmark this additional statement is
also repeated exactly in each of the three rooms. Rom descriptions in the
Narrow Corridor area collapse needful oppositions for the player character

and player.
Alongside this contradiction of the praxis of how standard rooms in the
interactive fiction are identified,t he r eal i zed | abovememt hods

patterns collapse oppositions between certainty and uncertainty for the
player. In particular, moving the player character in an intentional direction

is impossible as the rooms are not connected in the same conceptually logical
manner as standard rooms. Standard rooms in the interactive fiction may be
represented on a simple map which the player can use to move the player
character in an intentional direction. Allowable directions, typically
described as exits in room descriptions, include compassdirections such as
north, south, east, and so forth, as well as up and down. Once directions
between rooms are established it is easy to back track to a previous room by
entering a sequence of opposite directions. In the Narrow Corridor rooms,
however, no room exits are listed and allowable movement in one direction
does not entail the usual consequence that movement in the opposite
direction will return the player character to the previous room. For example,
from the first Narrow Corridor room, if the play er commands the player
character to go west then she comes to a Narrow Corridor room with a hole
in the wall. If the player character is then commanded to move east she will
not return to the previous room, but will instead encounter a new room with

a hole in the wall (although the room descriptions are identical, which may
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confuse the player). As this undermines player-learned, rational navigational
procedures, the realized labyrinth is likely to make the player react with
caution and even irritation.

The Narrow Corridor area presents one final contradiction of standard
interactive fiction rules which designates it as a threatening liminal space for
the player. Conceptually, the rooms in this area are frustrating to represent
on a map, based on the directbns of allowable movement. For instance, one
successful paththrough the Narrow Corridor area consists of t he following
movement commands (with the player character beginning in the Study):
southwest, west, east, northwest, southwest, southeast, southeastFor the
player, this path indicates the collapse of the distinction between two-way,
60str ai gbnhectibons anel @newa vy , 6curved |linebd
rooms.%® A more pronounced collapse of needful oppositions is apparent in
the spatial relationship between one Narrow Corridor room and the
Chil drends Bedr oom. The spy hol e i
Ahal f way wup one wall, o0 but in usi

Chil drenods Bedr oom. Thi s par adox
horizontal and vertical, adding to the other specific collapsed oppositions
which signal a melding of certainty and uncertainty in the realized labyrinth.
As a space which explicily confuses the player character and contradicts
learned player spatial apprehension and movement strategies, the altered
interactive fiction rules and procedures in the realized labyrinth hint at a
possible coexisting reality in the interactive fiction e nvironment.

Like Cthulhu, the horrifying being glimpsed through a framing device in
the center of the realized labyrinth collapses oppositions which are so
fundamental that the player character is shown to experience a psychological
shock. This highly Lovecraftian entity wholly of the coexisting reality is
glimpsed via the telescopelike device in the aptly named sixth room of the
Narrow Corridor area, the Observatory. laldabaoloth (the being) is described

n

connec

t he |

ng it
l ooking fAstraight down at thegbednfitbom t

abol i s

as a fAcomet [ . . o] strealpiamgdborivaatl EFahf

60 A1 |
convention is often seen asa cliché due to its long usage, and tends to be negatively viewed as dull and

repetitive in interactive fiction design discourse.

Many interactive fiction reviewers make it a habit of warning players if a maze appears in a work, as Short

of the features described so far are common aspects of

See Gr a

does in her review ofAnchorheadwhen she refers to the Narrow Corridor maze

small .o Shortoés criticism is qualified, however, by

Corridor maze is not gratuitous but coherently reflects the poetics of the (Lovecraftian) Gothic labyrinth.
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[with] tendrils that must be hundreds, thousands of miles long streaming
before it, reaching out to grasp and s
Oppositions of mineral and animal substance as well as earthly and
unearthly size collapse in this description and the player character is
represented to pass out at the sight. The psychological impact of withessing
|l al dabaol ot h i s evident i n t he pl ayer
comprehend the being:
Youdbdbre not s ur e juwsthwatnessed;ewhethert it was a genoine
astronomical phenomenon, or a hallucination, or the actual form of some
Dark God from the Outer Reaches, come to
entirely sure you remember what it looked like. (Observatory)
Empiri cally known, describable experience and inconceivable, indescribable
alien exi stence coll apse in t he pl ayer
details about the being or distinguish it as a scientific, imaginative or
religious object. Unlike the immediate pr oxi mi ty of Cthul hu i
short story, laldabaoloth is viewed as a distant, potential, future threat in the
winnable interactive fiction. Despite this distance, the enormity of the threat
which the being poses for the player character is evident n her loss of
consciousness.
The being in the realized labyrinth also simulates a threat to the player as
the reply describing the entity disrupts basic formal structures of the
interactive fiction. I'n AThe Cal l of Ct |
the inadequacy of language reflects a potential fragmentation at the level of
narrative. In Anchorhead, a text-based interactive fiction, language and the
software interface are symbolically threatened by laldabaoloth. 61 The reply
which introduces the being demonstrates this in two ways. First, the
description of the entity is markedly different from all prior replies in the
work. While the description begins with the usual block paragraphs,
individual words in the sentence at the end of one paragraph are spead out
down the screen of the graphic userinterface. This distributed sentence,
including the isolated words rendered he
lidless, red-rimmed eye rolls over in a vast lake of vitreous fluid, and it looks
at you. 0 he TWraphical scattering of these three words emphasizes the

6l i ke 6Cthul hu, 8 the name o6l aldabaolothd is emblematic of
easily appropriated into human linguisti ¢ systems. For discussions of how the name Cthulhu indicates

otherness or more explicitly signifies a break from known human worlds, see Jackson 39-40; St. Armand,
ASynchronistic WorASlstléerM&eB128.and Joshi,
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potenti al i mpact of each -dvowrddé whn |tehd npgl a
characterdés comprehension and ability to
player, the collapse of the previously necesary opposition between

complete, consistently structured textual response and incomplete,

inconsistently arranged textual response may signify a threat to the

systematic running of the interactive fiction .

= Windows Frotz 2002 E@@
File View Help
D am et

Observatory
>LOOK IN TELESCOPE

[For a few moments all you can see is a murky, swirling blackness; then patterns of colors begin to emerge, like the rainbow sheen of oil
on water. The black disk grows translucent, stars become visible through the swirling haze, and then...

day three

[Dear Christ.

[Dear Christ, you can see it.

The comet, roaring silently through the endless void, streaking toward Earth, and it's alive, this thing that is coming is ALIVE, tendrils
that must be hundreds, thousands of miles long streaming before it, reaching out to grasp and strangle and devour whole worlds, and it is|
coming here, it is coming to Earth, and its great, lidless, red-rimmed eye rolls over in a vast lake of vitreous fluid, and it

looks

at

I'n this scr eens ho Anchwihead)the diseuptiVe thEeatmvhiah i aidabaoloth represents to the
player character is formally indicated to the player via the suddenly fragmented presentation of output text.

Second, standard interactive fiction output procedure is also altered.
Normally, on ce the player types and enters a command, the command and
the programdéds reply move upward on the sc
record of recent exchanges constantly fills the screen, and as the player
enters further commands at the bottom, the record disappears off the screen
at the top. When the player commands the player character to look in the
telescope, this pattern is subverted in an arresting manner. The initial
change is that the reply occurs not immediately above the command prompt
but at the very top of the screen, with the isolated words trailing down to

102



Chapter Two: Labyrinths in Lovecraft Narratives and Anchorhead

approximately the vertical midpoint. The bottom half of the screen is blank

except for the notation A[ MORE] O6 in the
that the player may only press a key to ontinue. As this has not happened

before during traversal, the threat implied when laldabaoloth gazes upon the

player character, the unexpected amount of blank screen and the promise of

more happening on the next screen make this a potentially thrilling, p uzzling

and unnerving moment for the player. Pressing a key sends the description

of laldabaoloth off the top of the screen and brings up a new screen which is

blank except for a short description at the very bottom. This is the
description of the playerchar act er 6s confused recoll e
indication that she passed out. These blank screens are disruptive to

traversal because they obliterate the record of previous exchanges which the

player usually relies on when entering new commands. The colapse of the

needful opposition between expected, textually-rich, player-steerable

procedural routine and unexpected, textually-nullifying, player -limiting

progression through the work gestures towards an ending or even a shut

down in the interactive ficti o n . As the |l inguistic | imit
Cthul hudo i mplies a potenti al narrative b
out put procedur e i mplies t h-eeflexBot hi ¢

fragmentation of Anchorhead for the player. Within this suggestion of
fragmentation the player characterédés co
remains significant, as an immediate interactive fiction shut down is exactly
what happens if the player fails to aver
the end of the interactive fiction. In the realized labyrinth laldabaoloth
stands for an incompatible force which is represented as psychologically and
physically threatening to the player character as well as a symbolic obstacle
to the running of the interactive fiction.
As with the unrealized labyrinth, the digital poetics of the realized
labyrinth are not confined to one area but extended through the interactive
fiction. Programmed to emphasize a range of future possibilities as a means
of encouraging traversal, Anchorhead6 s rréwaCorridor area and the horror
of laldabaoloth are steps in the poetics of the realized labyrinth which do not
produce the effects of subl i me terror u
guiding beacon has been destroyed, Croseus has been defeated anthe
player character is moved to the domestic space of the epilogue. The process
required to reach the epilogue can be interpreted as progressively removing
uncertainty in the course of traversing the interactive fiction by effectively
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governing the player character interface. The time and investment spent
traversing the work to this point represe
experience of the narrative. Helping to foster this artificial media form
provides the player with a relational perspective which is both invested in
and at a certain distance from the player
position specific to Anchorhead as an Interactive Gothic which literally
simulates and may generate distinct Burkean sublime terror for the player.

In the epilogue, Anchorhead cont ri butes to a player s
cosmic awe by comprehensively subverting

pl ayer character. Subversion i s evident
perception of the environment seems divided f r om t he pl ayer ds &
pl ayer o6s agency i s severely i mited. Th

conceptually presents a bathroom to the north, a bedroom to the east and a
downstairs area. Despite the room exits supplied and implied in the
description, an attempt to move the player character to the bedroom is

bl ocked with a response that there is #fAn
command to go downstairs is hindered by
wai t unt il she HfAhas s omethHheipreghandydestt el | Mi
(Home) . Restrictions to movement based on

occur so infrequently in the interactive fiction prior to this point that the

player is likely to regard this as odd and possibly frustrating. 62 In addition,

the epi | ogueds initial r o olmr ohaads ttihtel es torfa nfle
despite the fact that other rooms in the home are conceptually attached to it,

and the description of Your Bat hroom as
famil i ar rgnplaszesosecawity iea a fashion which is distinct from

other room descriptions in the interactive fiction. With the domestic
connotations of 6homed expanded and You

subjective qualities, the player charact e
seems emphasized. Aside from the unusual restrictions to movement, the
pl ayerés inability to share in this persp

choices presented in the epilogue. Able to do little except move the player
character to Your Bathroom, pick up the pregnancy test and examine the
window, the player is reduced to a severely limited role in guiding the player
character forward. Given the player <char a

62 |1 his review of the work, Stevens implies that player character emotions and reactions are so sparingly
depicted in Anchorhead that they will likely stand out for the player.
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pl ayerds possible knowl edge hisfthindanceecr af 't
to player character embodiment occurs when the player character, an entity
the player has a developed investment in, appears to be most threatened. In
creating this division in the primary relationship in the interactive fiction,
Anchorhead locates the player alongside characters in Gothic fiction and
Lovecraft narratives who are isolated, passive witnesses to terror (Fyhr, De
morka labyrinterna  89-91; Joshi, A Subtler Magick 164; Dziemianowicz
182) . Simultaneousl!l vy, t th eiitiates! a disgano® s for
between the player character and the player which paves the way for the
sublime.

While the player character is shown to experience cosmic awe from the
unrealized labyrinth, the cosmic awe manufactured and possibly felt by the
player is the result of the realized | abyr
knowledge of the coexisting reality psychologically undermines the
characterdés knowledge of the perceived
which he apprehends it. In Anchorhead,t he pl ayer déds simul at ¢
from the player character interface ref
perception of t he environment and al so
apprehending the world depicted in the interactive fiction. However, once
the player character reacts to the positive pregnancy test the interactive
fiction ends, cancelling the role of 6pl
player character. This ending, anticipated in the arresting threat of
laldabaoloth in the Narrow Corridor area, fully divides the player from the
player character at a critical moment. The effect of this abrupt ending is

t wofol d. First, l'i ke Thurston in AThe Ca
be full of possible imaginings, wonderings and worries, all impossible to

actualize. Second, as the failure of | a
fragmented narrative, the interactive f
breakdown for the player. To borrow fron
House ofLeavess, Gentryd6s i nteractive f tegatti on e
the disorientation it describeso (AGothi

pl ayerds p ot e ndf reltlonal ecasmie raweederoves from the
descriptive and formal means through which the interactive fiction
manufactures it.

The coherence of sublime terror is evident in the realized labyrinths of
Lovecraftds iThe Cal |l 0 Anchothead.u Ash ano and
epistemological threat, cos mi ¢ awe from Lovetdhrimftds
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modernist in emphasizing the terror of a subverted human world view for

the character and the dissolutive loss implied by a fragmented, disunified

narrative form for the reader (see Klages 16466). Though the subversion

and fragmentation may work to produce a sublime effect in the reader, such

destructuring is given a negative connotation in the narrative. In contrast,
Anchorheadd6s f ocus on relational rather than
the postmodern manner in which it installs yet undermines conventions
regarding the #fArepresent at iThe Politids oft he sub
Postmodernism 1 3) . Whi | e Lovecraftobs narratives
bet ween character (that i s, it he subject
interactive fsubed is atrhebss patiyusymeiotic as the player

must embody the player character in order to achieve a winning ending.%3

Although the media form inherently provides a basis for this relationship via

language (output and input) and other interactive fict ion routines,
Anchorhead s peci fi cally encourages the player6:¢
player character interface as a contrast for the manufactured terror when

that relationship is restricted and then abolished in the epilogue. The

fulfilled digital po etics of the realized labyrinth produce a foundation for the

pl ayerbés experience of cosmic awe which d
Anchorheadd s s u b j dntetactivelyf énalded cosmic awe is likely to

generate emotions of the Burkean sublime, or & least the mental recognition

of it in the player.

Reading with Awe and Playing with Terror

Initially a narrative device in the Gothic novels of the eighteenth century, the

convention of the labyrinth proves highly adaptable to modern narrative

contexts.| n Lovecraftoés Gothic narratives such
and AThe Call of Cthulhu, o0 contact with a
unrealized and realized labyrinths. While both of these forms point to

modernist questions regarding existential isolation (in the universe), the

limits of a human world -view and the stability of locations, they nonetheless

do so in contained, liminal spaces where oppositions which are presented as

needful in the texts are collapsed for the characters. This ficional experience

of terror may create a sympathetic yet enjoyable experience of awe in the

63 For an extended examination of how a posthuman, information -based conception of subjectivity alters the
relevance of this symbiosis, see chapter four.
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reader, especially when the narrative form itself is implicated as fragmented
or incomplete.
The poetics of the Gothic labyrinth prove coherent across media forms as

wel | . I nAncherhetd, y Gas wor k based on yet cri
terror fiction, contact with a coexisting reality also occurs in unrealized and
realized |l abyrinths. However, Gentryods

player successfully comgete the work in order to fulfill the digital poetics of
the labyrinth forms, a participatory production of narrative which provides
rhetorical weight for the collapsed oppositions and subjective effects of the
Gothic labyrinth. Through traversal, Anchorhead proves playfully
duplicitous: despite transparently adhe
labyrinthine tropes and body -in-universe construction of subjectivity, the
interactive fiction6s mai n ¢ h ar aratherethan made aridecosmit e
awe is relational rather than spatial. Both of these overt changes designate
the interactive fiction as a postmodern Gothic work.

The female player character adaptation suggests a late twentiethcentury
resistance t o -cermteweé tenroa fictiod. $Howavar] #is act of
resistance is ambivalent. Anchorheadd s f emal e pl ayer ch
represented as a champion outsider, like an archetypal chivalrous knight or
stranger on a white horse. Impervious to the male Verlac curse and outside
the sway of the cult-like townsfolk, she is positioned as the only character
able to defeat evil (twice) and save her husband. At the same time, she
suffers sexbased, marriage-bound terrors as a result of the labyrinth that
liken her to eighteenth-century Gothic heroines. Within th is context the
pl ayer character seems to exemplify St
fipostfeminist housewi fe, o a figure wh o
significations, vacillating between patriarchal scripts of enforced domesticity
and postfeminist reappropriations that acknowledge agency and self
determinationdo (A61 Am NOoOAncherheddld s s e wmb b e
player character simultaneously demonstrates the persistence of Gothic
conventions, illuminates the asexual, male bias in Lovecraftian narrative
tropes and, ironically, suggests that only a female character can be the tragic
hero of the work.

The interactive fictionds emphasi s on
concerns is also a qualified caentuyi que o
basi s for cosmic awe . Known, 0real 6 or
i mportant and therefore threatened i n
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Anchorhead,t he pl ayer <characterdés situation di
relationships are central to the representational content encountered and

narratively produced via traversal. In addition, a formal yet programmed

6rel ationshipd i s c rthe mteractive ficiion, psrttegotee ss t hr
of player only exists in a participatory symbiosis with the p layer character

interface. Relationships on representational and formal levels are important

aspects of subjectivity and therefore threatened in the Gothic poetics of

Anchorhead. This shift from threatening the 06
relationship s implies a contemporary critique of the seeming desire for a

grand narrative i n Lovecraftos printed f
modern conceptions of anxiety in favor of localized, contextualized,
postmodern terror. H o w e stieerfictionwitdubitably Gent r y 6

emphasizes the constructedness of individual narratives, it does so in a
manner which asserts the generic force of literary tradition, especially the
power of the labyrinth convention.
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Chapter Three:

Family Destabilization and M onsters in

Traversals ofMaShaam PDeiedesr
Web

The inherent fragmentation of Badamm Deeo

Spi der @abwsWethe production of distinct Gothic narratives. Broken
into three phases which do not follow the chronological order of events, the
player traverses a surreal phase in a house ruled by a giant spider, a realistic
phase driving a car down a highway and a final realistic phase in a hospital.
I n the spider 6s h o dikeelayericlaracgemmustperfarm , chil
chores in order to avoid the spideros
disapproval. In sharp contrast, in the realistic phases the adult player
character, Colleen, drives down the road as she struggles to process a recent
family trauma, swerves offthe road and then Orecover s
traversalofMad am Spi derimdrily inweeb the surreal phase, a rich
environment consisting of eleven rooms and two non-player characters (the
spider and a rat), while the realistic phases seem to be éss significant,
consisting of only one room each. Disjointed narrative congruence, a
ruptured chronological sequence and the predominance of the first phase
make correlation between the surreal and realistic phases difficult to
establish. Instead, the player who traverses all three phases of Madam
Spi der preducédgiritongruous narratives.
The disjunction in Deeds work is negat
typically support prescriptive values in the discourse surrounding interactive
fiction design, an evaluative stance which diverges from literary, Gothic and
digital media analytical perspectives on fragmentation as a relevant device in
contemporary fictional forms. Within the co ntemporary interactive fiction
community, pr escr i pti ve bneostti opmrsacatbiocuetd 6 n i nt
design can be found on websites such asThe Interactive Fiction Wiki and
The Interactive Fiction Archive , in authoring guidebooks such as Graham
Nel sdhés |l nform Des iagieaviéns of Mdividuahworks,
especially works entered into one of the annual competitions, as is the case
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with Madam Spi déAbshWebh revi ewers of Deeds
positive with regard to the surreal phase
Plotkin, A Revi ews: liFo n C o2nDpOe& o ;t Shiovitez; Dev
Mitchelhill), the interactive fiction is strongly criticized for the incongruity

between the surreal phase and the realistic phases $hiovitz; Carrey;

Horvath; Menke; Mabher, Al F Co mMitch2IBil). 6The perceived

problem is not the fragmentation of the work but rather that the
fragmentation does not function as a 6épu

Matthew Carrey writes off Madam Spi daeasdsanWelkerci se in
critical facts fr om t lmeenoteslthe integuingssenseh i | e J i
of deeper | ayers to the work but wultimate
those deeper layers actuallyareo (il F Comp 2006, 0% ori gi ne
However, these design 6shortcomingsé in L

work an interesting subject for contemporary criticism. Fragmentation may

be seen as a means of questioning normative structures or conventions in an

expressive work. For example, Linda Hutcheon implies that narrative
structures -ma&lhInhg o fes efgvhether they are followed or
subverted, so the Arefusal to integrate
cl osure and tel os whi ch n &Ar Poatitsi ofe usual/l
Postmodernism 121). Similarly , digital media scholar N. Katherine Hayles

and Got hi ¢ schol ar Catherine Spooner separ

progress through Mark Z. Dani eHoasewefki 6 s po
Leavesis relevantly affected by the fragmentation which obscures coherent
meaning in the work (A Savi ng t A3%-97S&808;jfidGotth i c i n the

Twentieth Centuryo 45) . -fodiseadhandtatelgtead di st i |
perspectives on fragmentation in mind, my analysisof Madam Spi der 6s We
investigates how employed and subverted practices valued in design
discoursevai ously contribute to the workds Got'lt
In order to highlight the significance o
fiction, this chapter is organized to fol
6experi encedn thd first seoion wfahiskchaptdr | examine the
surreal phase separately, as played for the first time, and in the second

64Madam s p i dwas éngeredNedthe 12" Annual Interactive Fiction Competition, in 2006.

65 While several reviewers react negatively to the shift from surrealtorealinMadam Spi dleecabse Web
they see it as an overused device, the primary focus of their concern is the unresolved fragmentation.
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section | consider all three phases in a complete traversal®® In support of
this traversal-focused organization, this introduction provides only a brief
presentation of the terms and concepts which form the foundation for overall
claims for the chapter, though some of those terms may not be relevant in
both sections. While unorthodox from a literary studies perspective, this
disposition is pertinent to an investigation of the unique qualities Madam
Spi der asa Gétkidwork and digital media form. Contemporary Gothic
horror scholarship is understandably concerned with reader (and thus
player) responses to texts (Heiland 185. Reader/player reception is
particularly relevant to many digital media scholars as well; in Writing
Machines, Hayles argues for mediaspecific analyses of works whose
reception is tied to their materi al fo
Thing?8606 J. Yel |l owlimidaemintivben she pedormafolire s a
analytical yet subjective readings of a hypertext. With my focus on the
reception of Madam Spi d,d cohsgructvBevbral arguments in which
player reactions and interpretations are fundamental to the Gothic
expression of the work.

Initial traversal of the first phase involves a traditional Gothic scenario of
f emal e terror i n whi ch t hlike, umdarmy e r ct
constrictions in the domestic environment contribute to the destabilization
of the mother-daught e r roles within the o&6family. (
unsettling realization that a frightening thing which appears alien or other is
actually known, or the opposite: that what is familiar and certain is actually
disturbingly threatening or uncertain (Royl e 1, Punter and Byron 283). In
traditional Gothic fiction the uncanny is inherently linked to the threatening
ambivalence of domestic spaces, especially for female characters who
frequently are shown to experience both authority and imprisonment in
family environments. In the surreal first phase of Madam Spi dthe 6 s We
uncanny operates via the player characte
alien domestic environment. For the player, despite the fact that interactive
fiction design principles are follow ed, this phase is categorized by difficulties
interpreting the apparently symbolic yet ultimately nonsensical descriptions
of the environment as wel!l as unmotivat
play. These difficulties have the potential to induce attempts to transgress

61 nh this chapter, a 6complete traversald or 6completing t
five possible conclusions.
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the strict rules of the environment or else elicit a comic, hybrid reaction to

horrific elements. Acts of transgression in traditional Gothic fiction only

serve to reinforce the limits, rules or boundaries, usually related to paternal

|l egiti macy and authority, being crossed

hybrid reactions of humor and horror produced by traditional Gothic fiction

indicate not a marring of the &éseriousnes

the complex means through which ambiguous emotions contribute to the

development of narrative concepts (Horner and Zlosnik 12-13). While the

paternal metaphor is replaced by a maternal oneinMadam Spi der 6s We

the playerdés potenti al act of trhensgress:

6evil 6 spider only serve to reinforce the

pl ayer character and the similar o6rol ed co
Considered in completion, however, the interactive fiction functions as a

postmodern Gothic-grotesque which reveal s 6interiord m ¢

grotesque as a trope in Got hic l'iterat.t

met amor phic bodyo which may combine diver

and human) in an excessive physical form which physically interacts with its

envi ronment (such as a web or house) (Hurl e

The grotesque also indicates a disruption of order and, in particular, a

hi erarchi cal inversion where O6highd thing

transgression against rules which carries both positive and negative

connotations (Russo 7-10, 62-63). With the surreal phase situated after the

realistic driving phase in the actual chr

divergent degradation to a child and extension into the form of th e grotesque

Madam Spider in the surreal phase amplifies and makes apparent the self

perpetuating constrictions of loss and guilt she experiencesin her realistic

domestic environment in the driving phase

the maternal monster in the surreal phase functions to identify hidden fears

as a means of giving them shape and confronting them, a common narrative

strategy in contemporary female Gothic fiction (Moers 142, see Becker 33,

41). In turn, the extreme contrast in the allowanc es configured for the player

from the surreal phase to the realistic phases highlights the artificiality of the

playerds role in the work, a contradictio

interactive fiction design discourse. This grotesque disruption of supposed

player-governed order is most apparent in player actions in the surreal phase

which inexplicably have a profound and, odds are, negative effect on the

pl ayer character in the third phase. Sp ¢
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sympathy, indifference or violence toward what appears to be an
insignificant item in the surreal phaseda f ood sac containing
left by Madam Spider in a closetd can be linked to particular effects on the
player character. However, the cause or significance ofthese effects is
ultimately uninterpretable, a postmodern exclusion of meaning which
reflexively shifts attention to player actions and effects (see McHale 102-03).
In traversal, the player blindly simulates his or her own monster within.

Traversal of Madam Spi de prédscesWsstimct traditional and
postmodern Gothic narratives which revolve around effects of the hidden.
While interactive fiction design principles support the production of
traditional Gothic devices in the first phase of the work, the postmodern
Gothic-grotesque qualities in the three phases of the completed interactive
fiction develop instead via a subversion of prescriptive design principles.
Despite these distinctions, first-phase and complete traversals of Madam
Spi der 6an bedsdio involve an extended encounter with the effects of
obscured things. In the first phase, hidden traumas in the domestic
environment destabilize the player character and a lack of cohesive rules
keeps the player from detayrimcompletiop, a b a s
hidden constrictions in the realistic domestic environment govern the player
characterds discovery of her monster wit
Spider, while the playerds blind (in)act
profound consequences in the final phase, metaphorically constructing the
pl ayeréds own madvasdtaear Swii tdhhenhestBigithin is
not an identifiable evil ot her but rathe
only by its unwitting and underi ved effects.

The Traditional Gothic in Madam Spid
When played for the first time and without continuing to subsequent phases,

the initial phase of Madam Spi d eresénds a\imrio in which the

player character occupies the role of surrogatechild to a monstrous guardian

in a surreal domestic environment. Within this traditional Gothic scenario

the female roles of mother and daughter, and with them the stability of the

family house, are paradoxically reinforced and destabilized by the uncanny

player character. At the formal level of design and within the Gothic

environment, the playerds role is <conf

characterds subordinated and infantil i :
imposed on agency and interpretation. Inte ractive fiction design conventions
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function to further traditional Gothic elements. The player may transgress or

chall enge the o6rulesdé of the family house
positions defined by those rules are only reasserted by such actions
Considered together, the player charact el

amusement underscore the Gothic hybridity of Madam Spi dwhilds Web
demonstrating t he perpetual instability of the family home.

The Uncanny Player Character: Destabilizing the Family

In the home environment of the first phase, Madam Spider and the player

character perform the roles of mother and female child. In the scene

presented at the start of the interactive fiction, the player character is

implied to be a disobedient child. As she stands before the giant arachnid,

who is knitting in a rocking c¢hancer , t he
againo and t hen repeatedly admoni shed t o f
instructions regarding her chores (The Parlor). The parent-child r elationship

suggested by this scene is reinforced by
frequently applies to the player charact e
6cognitived problem with Aforgetting i mpo
Al i ke wlanrSpidef] kKtaps the cleaning supplies and how she likes

her dinner cookedo (The Parlor). Concept

childish physical stature, apparent in her inability to reach the top shelf in
The Kitchen without climbing the shelves as well as a similar problem
reaching the pull cord for the attic door
Room when she is standing on top of a set of bunk beds.

This mother-child relationship is characterized by conditional surrogacy.
Madam Spi daity desivesfrarh absence. References to her children,
now absent, appear in the description of
Acheerful 0 when occupied but is now fidesol
that Madam Spider misses her children (The Attic). Sorrow subsumes pride
in the arachnidbés own description of her
they emerged from the egg sac,d® she says
fine pair, strong and intelligent. Excellent spinners. | just wish that they
would write home a I|ittle more oftendd (The
loss, the player character functions as a surrogate child, albeit an indentured
one. The conditon at t ached t o being the ispiderds
established early in the interactive fiction when the player character learns
the fate of the girl she replaced: A6The
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either[. S .] She turned out to be del
threat of being eaten operating as a whip and the possibility of maternal care
functioning as a carrot, the player character occupies an unstable and
ambivalent position in the family structure . The anxiety of this position is
reflected in the player characterodés view
and beautifulo (The Parlor). Loss is pe
mother -daughter relationship.

Appropriate to being a stand-i n  or doppel ganger for r

absent children, the player characterds
envi r onment i s uncanny. I n hi s seminal <
6Uncanny, 60 Sigmund Freud e X amidase s t h
unheimliche i n Ger man (l'iterally transl ated

aesthetic related not t o hega u(6Ftedu t t o
states that the uncanny #dis that <c¢class o0
is known of old and |l ong familiar, o or,
somet hing which is secretly familiaro (:
dead loved one is uncanny because it is familiar and yet inexplicable and

irrational to the point of threatening epistemological beliefs about the

afterlife. The complexity of this feeling lies in the uncertainty surrounding

what is familiar or known. David P unter describes the uncanny as:

a feeling which relates to a dialectic between that which is known and that
which is unknown . If we are afraid, then more often than not it is because we
are experiencing fear of the unknown: but if we have a sense of the ucanny, it
is because the barriers between the known and the unknown are teetering on
the brink of collapse. (AThe Uncannyodo 130

Punterds description illustrates the 1| a
which trouble the barriers of th e known and the unknown, a hinterland
which directly relates to Gothic writin

and theirinstabi | i ti es o ( Hol.meeruncannyds adZibiquivousi k
trope in Gothic criticism which, while particularly pertinent to in stances of
domestic terror i n i ts connot-8mith,ons a

American Gothic Fiction 75), may also be relevant for a myriad of narrative

67Freudeo spmeheof tieelteom has led to an abundance of Gothic criticism which privileges a
methodology based on psychoanalysis. For claims about the limitations of employing a Freudian or
psychoanalytic perspective in criticism, see Sedgwick 141 and Horner and Zlosik, 2-3. One limitation with
the Freudian perspective is that it suggests a somewhat static, essential view of human subjectivity. For this
reason, my investigation of the uncanny will be limited to textual and simulated effects related to the
conception of the subject in the interactive fiction.
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events I n the first phase of Deebds interac
apparent in player character anxieties related to unexpected unfamiliarity
and surprising familiarity.

The pl ayer characterds unfamiliarity W
environment and herself rein forces her dependent relationship to Madam

Spider. Al t hough t hpeologusihdeates that ithe player i ct i ond
character is already cognizant of her duties and the threat of being eaten if

she fails, the passage concludes with the
where to begin? And why does idan). Tad | feel
uncanny gaps i n t he pl ayer characterds

negatively affect her perceived competence (as surrogate), which in turn
implies an increase in her fear of being eaten. In addition, the player
character is strangely unfamiliar to herself. If directed to examine herself she
remembers only vague details about her appearance. If directed to ask

Madam Spider the interactive fiction pro
canodt stand it any | onger; y ou nHows t know.
did | get here?6 She inhales deeply befor
that are best |l eft alone for the time bei
this existential question for the mother -child relationship is evident in the

player characterd6 s i nabil ity to fAstand it any | on

inhalation before replying. It is uncanny that knowledge which should be

familiar to the player character is displaced to the entity that she fears. Like a

parent, Madam Spidero6ef i mpki epd ai e o wlcehdagr

essentialé6i dent i tyd assert s -childrmlatpnshiper i n the m
Juxtaposed to the strange absence of essential knowledge, the player

characterdéds odd familiarity with past qua

threatens her self-coherence. In several uncanny instances the player

character responds to spaces or objects with underived knowledge or an

emotional reaction. The Music Room is des

music room may once have been full of song and laugter (for some reason

you do not doubt this), but now everything is quiet, still. Even the air around

you carries a certain staleness. 0 While a

the parenthetical insert demonstrates that the player character is perplexed

68 The uncanny is examined in more criticism than would be possible to list here. For an overview of the term
as fian instrument of I|iterary criticism, 0 see Bfutheter and By
uncanny in depth, see Royle,The Uncanny and Castle, The Female Thermometer.
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by the source of her certainty. A similar comment about her memory of the

piano keyboard shows the player characte
provenance of her memor i es: A(And from
memory did this information originat e ? ) 0 (The Musi c Room,
although it is not described as threatening, the open attic door causes the

pl ayer character to feel ffa | ittle rush
not sure, but [. . .] you are filled with the certainty that there i s something up
there t hat you need?o (The Chil drends

unfounded certainty develops here to include an emotional reaction and
even preclude the need for her presence in the space which triggers it. These
uncanny incidents suggestthe disturbing possibility that the player character
has memories which foreground her responses but which are unavailable to
herself, a condition which would indicate a potentially threatening loss of
self-coherence. Punter links lost self-coherence to profound absences in an
environment with his contention that it
uncontroll able nature of memory, of tra
136) . The pl ayer characterds strange m
unexpectedly invoked in the present in such a manner that the loss inherent
to the domestic environment is entwined
se-coher ence. The figurative 6dark corner
the fidark cornerso o fmembr e digsbligneof thec har ac
boundary between self and environment which designates the player
character as an inherent component of the trauma of the domestic space

Intrinsic to the uncanny domestic environment yet a conditional
surrogate in the mother-child relationship, the player character represents a
perpetual threat to family stability and individual roles within it, a scenario
which aligns the first phase of Ma d am Spi d with fraditioéd Gothic
ficion.Narrati ves of fdoalenghisioyinthe@othseand hav e

houses, in particular, feature as sites
di sappoint ment of t h o sSmith,wAmeticann Gothich e mo (
Fiction 9 4 ; Spooner , AfGothic in the Twentiet

Gothic fiction where the house is represented as a female domain, the family
home is often a paradoxical spaceof power and confinement for female
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characters.®® In Madam Spi dgthedrslationship between Madam
Spider and the player character is a necesary foundation for both the
mat er nal aut hority of the spider and t h
6daughterl yd dependency. However, di sappo
space render this mother-daughter relationship uncertain. While Madam
Spi d e redtshildreb are an initial cause of this uncertainty, the player
char act er ésowlddgesand irherdntf connection to the haunting
memories of children in the environment make her a constant reminder of
previous disruptions to maternal stability. Although the vulnerability of

chil dren i s a common problem for t he s t
inheritance -focused, eighteenth-century Gothic fiction (Cavallaro 142), the
pl ot device is employed in Deebs interact

the individual roles of mother and daughter within the family home. As the

surrogate child, bound to Madam Spider via her own lost memories and to
the home via uncanny familiarity, the player character occupies an
ambivalent role which chronically destabilize s the primary family
relationship.

Subordination and Transgression: The Ambiguous Role of the

Player

Following interactive fiction design discourse, Madam Spi d etiizéss Web

a common design convention to configure a subordinated, infantilized role

for the player in the surreal phase which is congruent to the player
character6s. At the | evel of medi a for m,
position of encountering the world for the first time, the metaphorical

position of an infant or young child. Con ventionally, it is common for an
interactive fiction to begin with the pl a
in which the player character has O6amnes
di screpancies between the player ¢&haracte
Mi sdirebMontffodano;iFretting t he 14| Doygmss, Char ac
A Command L i).nreisteéractie3fibtion design discourse this blank

foundation is positively regarded as an equalizing starting point from which

the player is to develop through | earni ng to effectively

69 For an extended study ofthe domestic terror of female characters in early Gothic narratives, see Ellis, The
Contested Castle Domestic spaces, including the Verlacfami | y mansi on and the 6homed in the
also relevant for the f eméntherhepd. ayer characterds terrors in
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Learning, in this sense, typically invc
characterselfk nowl edge as wel |l as ascertaining
or actions speci al to the sagafeelingthat i n o
time spent on the game istimerewarde d 0 ( i Amne s378.0 ;n MWMeleden
interactive fiction, the player characte
6childé in the sense that s/ he must | e
exploraton and tri al and error vilike posiion pl aye

within it. Employing this recognizable interactive fiction convention to
configure the role of the player to the
foundation, but also encourages playe expectations regarding the ability to
develop.

The playerods role as a child is mai nt
absence of a systematic set of rules and organization of meaning in the
domestic space. The confusing incoherence of the surreal environnent is
suitably Gothic and also frustrating for the player, who is nevertheless likely
to expect coherence later in the interactive fiction. In particular, the curious
60l ogicd of the two pri mary puzzles in
precluding the play er 6 s apdan hhead when smlving the puzzles. The
two chores which Madam Spider gives the
up [ . . ] the bathroom and the music r
activities to do with cleaning or ordering (The Parlor). However, meanings
are not fixed; if asked for clarification Madam Spider will describe the
bat hroom chore as O6exterminationd and t
things back in place (The Parlor). This shift in meaning is demonstrated by

The Bathroom puzzl ebds solution, which invol v
bathtub with an acid-l i ke substance referred to as
t hat the more |1 ogical t ool for extermin

fidanger ousl y s haripthetlarger cantext ai beladiaisiirt theo n
first phase of the interactive fiction the snake is a contradictorily silent
victim in a house where the other living animals are anthropomorphic,
speaking or communicating agents which the player character is shown to
respect as living beings. The snake puzzle is particularly confounding
because it does not seem to provide any tangible reward or information
which is relevant to discovering more about the domestic space or the player

character.
In The Music Room puzz | e , the meaning pair oO0tidy.i
back in placed takes on a spectrum of
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several steps related to a curious piano which appears antique, has only five
remaining keys yet features a digital readout. The ne@ssary steps include:
bartering with the rat in The Attic in order to obtain and then return a
porcelain Dalmatian figurine to its rightful place next to the pig and bear
figurines on the sideboard in The Music Room (which inexplicably turns on
the piano),det er mi ning the correct sequence of
on the piano (which consists not of notes but of various noises which are
associated with the figurines) and finally removing the one-handed ladybug
alarm clock once tilmemodsondgd dmpems vtelrd @ ha
Afhi dden safed (The Music Room). Whil e som
to O6tidying up,6 as with the snake the
strategy for solving the puzzle as each step in the process provids the
context for the next.
Considering both of the chore puzzles in hindsight, the internal cause and
effect logic of the tasks (such as why the cleanser killed the snake or why the
figurine turned on the piano) hi sidkers the
system of meaning and the reason for performing them is notably not made
relevant to the player character. The adult Madam Spider provides little
qualification of the chores themselves other than her approval once they are
accomplished (The Parlor). In short, in completing the two primary puzzles
of the initial phase of the interactive fiction the player remains childishly
unaware of systems of rules or patterns of meaning.In this sense, the player
is made to maintain her or his role as an unlearned child who does not know

or understand the adult, Airigid codes an
Gothic narratives (Cavallaro 135). However, the situation is likely to be
frustrating for the player. The emphasis

interactive fiction design discourse relates to puzzles in context; the player
should be able to develop a fAworking unde
Aworl dd to the extent that s/ he can expl a
doe(sSol ut iNelsord365). Ihe énexplicable snake and piano puzzles

in Deebs interactive fiction are thus |1k
systematic meaning and the ability to play with forethought later in the

interactive fiction when more of the o6worl dbé i s reveal
The pl ayer 6s traversal t hrough t he do

primarily described not as free investigation and creative problem solving
but rather as a series of restrictions or unexpected denials. Although this
experience metaphorically replicates a chi | d 6 s encounter wi t h
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system of codes and meani ngs common t

l'iteratur e, t he pl ayer és constant di f
environment and purposefully guiding the player character is likely to create

frustration and an increasing sense of disinterest in the work. In the first

phase of the interactive fiction, standards of exemplary conduct are literally

and figuratively enforced by Madam Spider. If the player character does

something to alert and irritate Madam Spi der, such as picking up figurines in

The Music Room or sitting in the divan in The Parlor, the player cannot get

the player character to do it agai n. Mo

desire to O6behaved correct!l yseveralplyggpar en:
commands. Dinnerware cannot be removed from the china cabinet because

the player character feels A[i]t woul dn
avoid hassle or punishment from a more powerful source which is echoed in

the responsetoand t e mp t to open the wumbrell a: f
umbrella in the house! o (The Dining Roo
Spiderés pragmatic influence on the pla

denying wuse of t he meedeto cook fighty pooedw (hTahvee n
Kitchen). These restrictions to traversal strategies negatively define adult
codes and meanings in isolated instances, which keeps the player from
determining the coherent pattern which governs them. Without such a
pattern, the player is incapable of hypothesizing strategies for free or creative
play, a restriction which makes embodying the player character difficult and
has the potential to limit player investment in the domestic scenario. This
disinterest is evident in reviews which complain that the player i w
around looking at things but not really accomplishing anything important 6
(Shiovits)orwhi ch emphasize the |l ack of invest
as much as | kept feeling | shouldd Whyld). Thi s di st ance keeps
role configured to that of a child in the family, and further reinforces the
pl ayerdéds expectation of coherent interpr
later in the work .

Subordinated by limitations to interpretation and steered by restrictions
toagency,t he pl ayerdés Ooppressiond by the co
first phase of Madam Spi dem provokéea desire to attack the
oppressor. Programmed as apossibility in the interactive fiction, attacking
Madam Spider allows the player to transgress the adult codes and meanings
which implicitly define the stability of the family house. The necessity of the
family relationship(s) for the adult i s
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threat; although the arachnid indicates a willingness to eat the player

character as punishment, the player cannot make the player character do
anything t o ma k e this happen, even Vi a
something Madam Spider dislikes (The Parlor). On the other hand, the

pl ayer can get t he MNadanSpider. Thisactappedrsstd t o O k|
be a transgression of conceptual as well as simulated limits, as
accomplishing this requires contextually non -typical command iteration and

is strongly discouraged in replies. The first reply to a command to attack the

spi der indicates hesitation: fisomet hing ho
bl ow. 0 The reply to the repeated command
minor detail is nagging at you: Madam Spider has never harmed you, as far

as you can r e me mb dhe playdr &nterss th® samd command | f

for the third time, an iterative tactic which is markedly ineffective in other

situations in the house, the player character attacks Madam Spider. Within

the context of the family, tt tsi st hémaptl raiyceir d
role as a subordinated child who profoundly transgressesthe codes of the

parent-c hi | d relationship. Rat her t han 6fre
subordination is immediately reemphasized. Destroying Madam Spider

resul ts i n t khatthéghild fike player ehatader suffers what is

presumed to be eternal captivity in the house and the interactive fiction

i mmedi ately ends with the I|ine: Al y] ou he
Parlor). 6 We b 6 her e functions ass well asytmonym f
established equival ent in Gothic fiction
media form, the disinterested player who performs this action is also

6puni shedéd by the interactive fictionbs a

Gotbhic fictio n which confuse the boundaries of reason and rationality only to
reinforce their stability in the end (Horner and Zlosnik 1-2; see Botting,
Gothic 7 ) Deebs interactive fiction provides
transgression, arguably even the impetus for it, only to reassert the power of
the adult codes and meanings which maintain the house. The possibility of
killing Madam Spider is configured as a traditional Gothic transgression for
the player.
Limited player investment in the initial phase ma y lead to less profound
challenges to Madam Spider6é s domi nance ofr ot her ambi v
which nonetheless underscore the structures of authority and subordination
in the family house. I n contrast to the
arachnid and troubling self-f r agment ati on, t he pl ayerd
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recognizable fictional elements in the surreal domestic phase is likely to

generate tragicomic responses. As a intelligent and physically large

monster, Madam Spider represents a wellknown human phobia developed

via familiar Gothic excess. Placing the player character in a perplexing
environment controlled by the monster/guardian/pare nt is also a relatively

traditional Gothic trope. Player meta -awareness of this sort can be seen as an

effectof what Avr i | Horner and Sue Zlosnik des
turno in Gothic fiction:

the orthodox account of what is Gothic does not seem to capture the hybridity
of most Gothic novels, which includes their juxtaposition of incongruous
textual effects. Such incongruity opens up the possibility of a comic turn in the
presence of horror or terror. In this way
possible a mixed response to the loss of transcendence that characterizes the
modern condition. (3)
Theplayerb s reception of the <c¢l i ch®Mdadaeml e ment
Sp i dWebdare incongruously juxtaposedtothep| ayer character6
of fear and self-fragmentation so as to create a hybrid reception of the work
as both humorous and horrifying. Familiar conceits in the formulaic Gothic
genre are a catalyst for what critics have idcentified as increasingly
ambivalent responses to contemporary Gothic texts (Botting, Gothic
Romanced 22; Horner and Zlosnik 17; Spooner,Contemporary Gothic 155
56). Regad | e s s of t he pl ayer és emotional i
character, the familiar intertextual qualities of the interactive fiction support
a comedic turn in the Gothic work.
Al t hough details which imply Madam Spi
player character can be interpreted as amusing andtrite to the player, this
Got hic hybridity only reinforces the ar
relationship(s). In the configured role
pl ayer 6s amus e me ratithority hofthel neonsteensothet, lared
through her, the adult codes and meanings which govern the domestic space.
For example, the otherwise physically imposing spider is humorously ill -
adapted to the rocking chair, a symbolic seat of maternal power which she
occupies for most of the initial phase of the interactive fiction. Madam Spider
hunches @ ov elrackédmocking ahairhherdpWer legs firmly planted
on the floor to keep her from careeni ncg
slapstick image of physcal violence the everknitting spider becomes a
symbol of potential humor rather than of potential aggression. In
counterpoint to the subtext of fear experienced by the player character, the
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pl ayer 6s humor ous appraisal of Madam Sp
functions as a subordinateds subjective ¢
source of power. Despite the hybridity of these responses (fear and mocking

humor), their needful emotional bases ar e indicative of
dominant power. Player mirth at t he spi derdés familiar vi l
reinforces her authoritative role in the scenario while highlighting its

constructedness. The mal i ci ous threat i
willingness to | augh at the player char ¢

recognizable trope which is regarded with humorous derision by the player.
I f asked for <clarification regarding what
reply is: Afo6There is a problem that need:
little. It is a horrible wheezi ng sound. o0 | f the player <ch
snake and asks for further clarification from Madam Spider, the reply reads:
AfoBe a dear and take care of that for me,
(The Parl or) . I n both i n susement atsthe Madam
physically dangerous t ask signal s t he ch
with villains in popular fiction and media. “ The arachnidoés o6evi l
characterizes her as a stereotypical villain and makes the player less likely to
regard her as uniquely menacing and more likely to chuckle in familiarity at
her standardized behavior. Divergent player character and player responses
to Madam Spider nonetheless function jointly to reinforce her dominance in
the domestic environment.

In contrast to the challenging or identifying act of laughing at Madam
Spider, t he pl ayer o6s |l aughter at t he p |
ambivalence of the subordinate position in the family relationship(s). Player
| aughter at the ©6adul bfghe silps addecodesiosthea mi | d
adult world, a laughter which may be Osha
the other hand, laughing directly at the player character, either from the
configured perspective as a fellow subordinate or considering the work at a
distance as a narrative scenariq involves a collusion in or at least recognition

of the player characterdés wuncertain, sur
relationship. I n her i nvestigati on of CC
dominant power structure, Audr ey Bil ger suggests the ter

to describe a:

OThe 6evil | augho of a villain is a c.Fordist@®slonsoethis popul ar dev
trope, see WidpedalandfaEwg H ,, dbeeuigioh Tropes and Idioms.
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mode in which brutal and painful events are described in a setting or tone

which invites laughter. Even when violence is not an element [of the text], [. .

.] such humor itself does violence to the reader by asking her or him to laugh

at something that would ordinarily cause pain([. . . .] [V]iolent comedy treads a

fine line between humor and horror. (189 -90)
Violent comedy elucidates a workés tende
through the depiction of the shared, highly ambivalent condition of the
6subordinatesd who are necessary to sus/
whi ch govern the narrative. B i-cenjugyr 6 s w
narratives of females in dominant patriarchal system s, while the dominant
power structures which govern the player character and player in the
domestic environment of Madam Spi dedrebrsi vWebf rom t he
spider. In the interactive fiction, the player is invited to laugh at the threat of
represented violence to the player character when she looks in a pan in the
refrigerator:

Gingerly, you lift the lid from the top of the roasting pan. And stare. A pair of

bul bous red eyes stares back at you. It i
a giant) resting in a pool of mucky red liquid. You let out a small shriek and

drop the I id back on the pan, which ¢l a
Madam Spider calls from the next room. f

hour or so.0 You t ak eaitfrybueheartdostegracibg. e at h s
(The Kitchen)
While the player character is disturbed by her discovery, the passage
presents a number of cemkgdhrci @ kmagaersd dria
lid are exaggeratedly dramatic actions from the player character which

border on mel odr ama. Second, Madam Spi
abruptly change the potential meaning of the fly head from item of
threatening, macabre gore (symbol of t h

foodstuff, an anticimax approaching bathos. These relatively
straightforward comedic responses provide a foundation for the anxious
ambivalence of violent comedy. Once it is understood that the fly is food, the
repetition of the word fAstared <creates
character locked in a staring contest with food, a symmetrical image which is

humorous but also reminds the player that the player character is potentially
6foodd for the spider. While the player
is brief, the incident is most likely to provide the player with a tragicomic

sense of the player character as both object of mirth and pity. Unlike the

Gothic hybridity which reinforces Madam Spider as dominant source of
terror and humor, the playerdosemdst heant
predicament designates the ambivalence of the subordinate surrogate
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position and underscores the chronic destabilization of the primary family
relationship.

Traversal of the initial phase of Madam Spi deprodees We b
traditional Gothictal e o f domestic horror. As a sul
Spider, the female player character is troublingly alien yet inherent to the
environment and herself. In this position, she perpetually fulfills the
necessary role as subordinate child to Madam Spiker 6 s domi nant mo t
while simultaneously highlighting the uncertainty of the relationship, as well
as the positions within it The playerds
characterized by the ambiguous but ultimately fixed position of the
subordinate. Unable to discern a pattern of rules or system of meaning which
may be relevant for strategic traversal,

a simulated experience of subordination in the family house. From this
position, or from a more disinterested consideration of the formal aspects of
the work, challenges to the dominant power structures which are
programmed within the work nonetheless follow traditional Gothic poetics.
By the end of the first phase, the anxiety of the subordinate position in the
family house remains fixed; the player is likely to be as uncertain of her or
his role within the surreal environment as the player character is depicted to
be.

The Postmodern Gothic  -Grotesquein Madam Spider ds Web
In terms of both coherence and structure, there is an inherent fragmentation

between the initial, dominating surreal phase of Madam Spi dandés Web
the subsequent realistic phases which follow it. This resistance to unity is

contrary to the prescriptions of interactive fiction design discourse an d is

therefore likely to be seen as a puzzle or challenge which the player may

address by either playing the work again or considering the work (as a text)

in a hindsight interpretation. From this perspective, the adult player
character Col ldegeadafian inghe sutrealsphaseefunctions to

highlight the (hidden) constriction she experiences in her 0
space in the driving phase, an amplification and explication of her self-
constructed fears and anxi eteifigtion withhi ch al i
contemporary, female Gothic works. As part of this move to the explicit,

Madam Spider is understood as a grotesque projection of Colleen, a splitself

inti mately connected to her own domestic
within, & Madiasn tSlpeé dfei gurati ve representati

126



Chapter Three: Family Destabilization and Monsters inMadam Spi der 6 s We

as her potential power to overcome them, which makes the maternal spider
an object of desire. In terms of traversal, the Gothic-grotesque works via a
contradiction of principles valued in interacti ve fiction design discourse to
destabilize the role of the player. The removal of player agency in the realistic
phases counteracts the playerds already

the surreal phase. I n additioneractved a <co
fiction the seemingly irrelevant food sac encountered in a closet in the
surreal phase is understood as a 6puzzl

forces the player to unknowingly affect the player character in profound,
potentially harmful way s. These estranging, Gothiegrotesque configurations
highlight the postmodern, explicitly constructed role of the player in the
interactive fiction. Similar to the player character, the discovery of self -
constructed threat as well as potential empowerment is simulated for the
playerinMadam Spi der 6s Web

Pl ayed to one of the three O6completebd
interactive fiction lacks coherence and is likely to preclude any overall sense
of accomplishment for the player, factors which create a desire for
subsequent play and/or hindsight interpretation of the work as a text. One
difficulty is the convoluted chronological sequence of the three phases of
Ma dam S p\Wab.eAlthbugh traversal orders the work into the surreal
s pi der dphasd thaidsiveng (and accident) phase and then the hospital
phase, these situations transpire in the following order: automobile accident,
surreal phase (as a 6dreambé while in 1t
|l evel s of per cei viemt edrraecatlii vt epafonoiagicedo ntohse n
progression more complex for a player to decipher. This fragmented
narrative, as well as the lack of scoring and few puzzlesinMadam Spi der o
Web makes the work an example of what Daniel Keler refers to as
contempor a r exp e r6i meimetaetiVediction (287). Despite the freedom
implied by this term, however, in interactive fiction design discourse
experimental works are valued only if they also provide a sense of unity and
coherence. Experimental techniques such as player character identity
fragmentation and disruptive narrative chronology are generally regarded as
puzzles to be solved in design discourse, a perspective which emphasizes
closure and completion as positive goals i | F GloBhot,e A The Act |
Misd i r e c¢).t Tihws,ntlle lack of unification with regard to the disparate
elements in Madam S pWebdsr corsmented upon in reviews which
claim that Athe pieces just dondt fit to
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itoo sketchyo c o remreantphasenandbtieetrealiste phasesh
of the work (Horvath; Carrey; seeMa her , il F ChbDegpite2h@ 06 0) .
many corresponding details which create associations between the three
phases, the player is likely to complete an initial traversal of the interactive
fiction with only a fragmented sense of
accomplishment regarding actions taken to further play. The promise of
meaningful closure suggested in the many corresponding details and
perhaps a desire to feel like somehing has been achievedwill likely cause the
player to revisit the work .
The relationship between the predominant dream phase and the realistic
phases of the interactive fiction suggests that the dream phase functions
according to the poetics of a Gothic, grotesque inversion. The principles of
the grotesque derive from Mikhail Bakhtin
inversions in pre-Romant i c European carnival s, W
investigation of the Romantic and post-Romantic, interior, uncanny qualities
of the grotesqgue and Gothic fictionds arp
excessive qualities from both. In Rabelais and His World , Bakhtin contrasts
the period of carnival to official feasts in the Middle Ages:

carnival celebrated temporary liberation fr om the prevailing truth and from

the established order; it marked the suspension of all hierarchical rank,

privileges, norms, and prohibitions. Carnival was the true feast of time, the

feast of becoming, change, and renewal. (10)
Bakhti nds ¢ aodelifor the groteagse, is politically equalizing,
celebrates ambivalence and emphasizes the material body in all of its cycles.
The essenti al tenet of the grotesque is i
all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract;it i s a transfer to the m
(19-20). Although Bakhtin traces the historical literary development of the
grotesque themes of degradation (that is, hierarchical inversion) and the

body, his work is prominently fioncquds ealf on
the grotesque in the Middle Ages (see 28-29, 37, 46; Spooner,
Contemporary Gothic 66-67) . From a differentTheper spec:

Grotesque in Art and Literature examines the themes of the grotesque

71ReviewersCarrey and Horvath compareMadam Spi dieo 6 Ad avm bROatogpia. PHotepia is

presented as a positive example of experimental interactive fiction which, while employing a non-linear

narrative sequence and confusion regarding player character identity, fulfils interactive fiction design

di scourse concerns regarding unity and coherence. For examp
traits, see Short, rBEevers Rewc dfPhaopia;dinsddiO68ci aonofil998 Competiti
Revi ews. 0
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related to fAominous, ntoucrteusron aw h iacnhd carbeyast
fear and profound epistemological doubt (18). Whereas degradation is
positive in its potentiality for Bakhtin, Kayser describes grotesque inversion
as a Adi sintegration of order o which I
estrangemernt from the world (67, 184).2Wi t hi n Kayser 6s sinic
the grotesque, the body, a human form of cyclical renewal for Bakhtin, is
associated with hybrid monsters who exhi
real msd (such as t he 8piderhar anpnalstvehictphei ¢ Ma ¢
categorizes as vermin (such as the snake, rat and spider who feature
prominently in the dream pMmalsed mwho g énea
to a human (183, 182. In literary criticism investigating the grotesque, the
ficomioct egrqueo has cC ome t o be associat ed
grotesque as strange and uncannyo i s ass
types of grotesque are not mutually exclusive and each type is recognizable
as a form of transgression (Russo 7, 10).

As transgressions, the two types of grotesque feature regularly in Gothic

fiction. Kelly Hurley c¢claims that i Bakh
6carnivalesquedodo is reconciled to the m
in Gothic horror through the gen r e §leeful fexcessivenesé ( A Abj ect a
Grotesque, O 142, original emphasis) . Gc

excess and exaggeration as a means of troubling needful boundaries for
characters and creating emotional reactions in readers/players. In modern

literary contexts, a renewed emphasis on physical bodies suggests t&pooner

a revival of Bakhtinds folk grotesque ir
t he fA6Cortrhiival esquedéo where fAthe siniste
the comic and vice vers a €ontemporary Gothic 68-69). Spooner relates the
Gothic-Car ni val esque to Horner and Zl osni ko:s
in Gothic fiction, and it is clearly r
6gl eeful excessiveness onsidefed imtbedcentext of Got hi c
the completed work, the initial phase of Mad am Sp i dis godesnedWy b

a similar Gothic-grotesque mixture which emphasizes the themes of
degradation and the grotesque body.

72 Degradation as a tenet of the grotesque describes an inversion of hierarchical order. Any negative or
positive connotations applied to such an inversion derive from perspective, as Kayser and Bakhtin
demonstrate, and/or context, such as a Gothic narrative. In this regard the term is distinct from the negative,
morally degenerative connotations of the word as it is used today.
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Degradation and the Monster Within: Self -Constructed Fear and

Desire

The player character is degraded in psychic and familial hierarchies in the

dream phase of Madam Sp Webe ndéThe Politics and Poetics of
Transgression, Peter Stallybrass and Allon White build partly on precepts of

the grotesque when th ey argue that t psychic iffdimsma n bod
geographical space and the social formation are all constructed within
interrelating and dependent hierarchies
fundament al t o fAmechani s-makingoifi Eumpeaner i ng a
cult ur e ) De@radation within these hierarchies brings high things low.

In the interactive fiction, the hierarchical structure of the symbolic domain

of the ©pl ayepsychichH armrandt eirsbsi nivert ed; the d
which the player characteris6unconsciousd (low) is the f
t he wor k, while the realistic phases wher
(high) are exceedingly brief.”*Thi s i nversion of psybhe pl ayer
hierarchy accompanies the inversion of herrolein t he f@Asoci al f or ma
her family. In the realistic phases the player character is identified as

AnColl een Kemp, ant i-yparre 5 d dmat ber wff & wo86 (
Down the Highway, December 28th) . Coll eends independent

authoritative roles within her family indicate that she occupies a high
position of power and decision in familial hierarchies. The high and low
ordering of the player charactero6s psychi
to governing dominant and governed subordin ate positions, or as Stallybrass
and White contend, degradation dattacks
Although traversal of Madam Spi desudgsests Watbthe player
character moves up rather than down on psychic and familial hierarchies,
the actual chronology of events in the narrative which is producedd the
6solutiond to the puzzle of ©Oémphasizesrupti v
her movement from Colleen in the driving phase to surrogate child in the
dream phase.

The pl ay er psybhiraadc fareiliald degradation is Gothic,
however, in that moving low entails not freedom but uncanny constriction in
a gendered domestic space. Brought |l ow,

fragmented meld with the family home in the first phase is an excessive,

The term 6 psychi cd her e Mhitesusdittoodaesijnate the abSrach destheticr ass and W
psychological, spiritual, imaginary or otherwise intangible qualities of the mind 2 -3, 26, 193-194.
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explicit projection o f Coll eends Cc 0 nt eumgplroentg ray dom
6narratived strategy of Madsaumal $ zii hegr 6fse a\
with contemporary female Gothic fiction . While the adult player character,
Colleen, is never seen in her house, thedriving phase of the interactive
fiction indicates congruent familial constrictions in a contemporary

6domesticd space. The family automobil e
Coll een can drive fAwithout paying any at
nature 6 t o her, is a contemporary site of

setting of the realistic phases of interactive fiction (Driving Down the
Highway, December 28").74 For Colleen, the car is a restrictive family space
both physically and mentally. Family concerns govern driving destinations

and Colleenés piloting performance. The
her boys involves specific destinations and cautious driving which Colleen, as
an individual, di sli kes: Ao for maluloyd, pwit

pedal to the metal, but recent snowstorms have iced over the roads these
past few days making driving conditions
Highway, December 28™). In this phase, Colleen is travelling north to attend

her grandfat her 6 s f uner al instead of a fisecon
with her husband, which is further evide
influence on the d o me s t i c¢ destipation. Rélaionships with the male
members of her famil yofdhetaer mi ne Col |l eenbd
Al ongsi de t hese physical effects, t he

emotional awareness of her family is prominent and inhibiting while she is
driving. Col | e e-imdaw, husthand, glandfather ansl sister arer
noted in this short phase, all in relation to social constraints such as a favor
owed or a promise not kept (Driving Down the Highway, December 28t). In
particular, Colleen is upset by her own lack of concern for her grandfather:

How could it have been so long since you last been to visit him? The man
who had taught you how to play the piano, the man who had built you a
treehouse in his backyard. The one who had made you a pecan pie (still your
favorite) every year for your birthday until you had stopped caring about such
things. You imagine your grandfather with his thick glasses that made him
look like Orville Redenbacher, and your heart breaks anew. You have to
swallow the lump in your throat. (Driving Down the Highway, December 28 t)

74 References to topical details, American English word preferences and North American spellings suggest
thatMadam Spi dfeatudes anWmdrican setting.
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These memories are framed by whats i mpl i ed to be Coll eend
driving north to visit her grandfather, that is, her perceived failure to use the

domestic space effectively.Notably, the same pain and guilt surrounding this

loss of a family member are immediately reflected onto Col | eendés chi |l dr
who represent a potential future loss. The reply which follows this memory

reads: fA[a]l]nd then |l eaving the twins behi.i
nowo (Driving Down t he ")HPaphisvenge,agaDe c e mber
related to a loss incurred by managing the domestic space: the children have

been ejected and are increasingly farther
t his act i s suggested by the next repl vy:
yourself. Youbre onltyo ddooon g ( Dwhiavti nygo ubD o
Highway, December 28th) . Thi s statement reinforces

authoritative and responsible mother but also, as it is meant to override her
apparent individual feelings of guilt, indicates the emotional dilemmas
inducedbyher conflicting roles within the fam
derive from her management of the domestic space in relation to (male)
family relationships, in particular the actual or feared loss of those
relationships. This contemporary version of tra ditional domestic constriction
is mirrored and visibly amplified in the dream phase, where the actual and
feared loss of children, including another set of twins, is woven into the
physical environment as a foundation for the destabilization of the unusual
family. I n Coll eends automotive domestic
granddaughter, mother, wife and individual are legitimized by her
governance of the vehicle. However, when these roles are viewed collectively,
use of the domestic space createssubtle conflicts between roles which
destabilize her position. I n contrast, i n
and destabilization of the individual roles of anthropomorphic spider -
mother and surrogate daughter are overtly, excessively uncertain. This
transition to explicit excess, to making unseen fears seen, alignsMadam
Spi der @it comerbporary female Gothic narrative traditions in which
the grotesque functions in conjunction with visual representations of a
femal e charact er GeeKahamea2d344)(Qwol el rese n164s2 ,gr ot e s
degradation in the dream phase involves 06
the realm of the fears and guilt she experiences related to her roles within
her primarily male family.

In the amplification of fears which t he dr eam phase represen
inversion involves a split: while the child player character is Colleen
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degraded, Madam Spider is a grotesque projection of Colleen the adult, and
as such is inherently an object ofmhi sy mp
inner state,0 the grotesque body #@Ais ney
the psyche which depends wupon the body
grotesque Madam Spider, simultaneously of and external to the player
character, forms a multiple or split self with her. Both Madam Spider and
Colleen are mothers of twins, live surrounded by antiques, are fond of music
(l'istening to the radio is Colleends onl
car) and find themselves constricted by deeply-felt loss, both actual (of
children, of grandfather) and feared (of surrogate, of children). Alongside
her possession of t hnemgy, theygant aractna alsoct er 6 s

seems to Oremember 66 Colleenbs automobil
character plays on the piano consists of sounds from the accident. If asked
about the song, Madam Spider notes fiodth
(The Parlor). Finally, Madam Spider is most clearly presented as a corporeal
projection of Colleen if the playerchar act er o6ki |l 1l s6 the arac
prior to the player characterdéds attack,
mindd and offers no resistance. After be
character, A6 y] ou have madedthe ppyeave mi
character, trapped in the house with no doorknobs and unopenable
wi ndows, solemnly #Atake][ s] a seat in her
needl es . . .0 (The Parlor). As this O6mu
t he pl ay e s thauphtsraadcrmtemarids ends the interactive fiction,
Madam Spiderdés inherent symbi osi s with 1

child, as projection of the adult Colleen, or as monster within is emphasized.

Contrasted to the <c¢hil dingpsenseyd the adhitar act e

arachnid in first traversal of the initial phase, Madam Spider becomes a

contemporary Gothic monster: a site of sympathy (Spooner, Contemporary

Gothic 69), self-recognition and identification which negates any sense of

selfandother ( Botting, fAAftergothico 286). As

from her, Madam Spider provides a shape for the fears and possibilities of

Coll eends individuality in the context o
Madam Spideros gr ot es que the paftreated s ma k

family bonds which define the domestic environment. Foreshadowed in the

hidden self-me mor i es the player character 6di

implied in the organic -mechanical interplay between Colleen and her

automotive domestic space, Madam Spider, as a grotesque projection of the
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player character, is inextricably bound to the house. A grotesque body is

flal ways conceiving, 0 aciibsdhnepgetocBagkbadion
either i ts soci al o (Stallghrass sand Whiteni22). cont e x
Grotesque bodies are open in the sense of being receptive and unfinished, a

quality which is usually indicated by orifices which take things into the body

such as a gaping mouth or protrusions wh
body o6s c Whité 170, 8akbtin 16-17). Madam Spider has two body

features which designate her openness. One is her mouth,an object which

threatened destruction to the player character in first traversal of the initial

phase but which, as pdfrrepreseirits oflyd pbssilden 6 s mu |
6joiningd of parts i The bthenndtabiegrifite inithet er pr et
spiderdéds body is not directly descri bed,
are highly evident. As no description of yarn or other appropriat e source

material is provided, the ever-knitting arachnid presumably uses silk spun

from her own spinnerets .’ Her corporeal openness is evident throughout the

house whi ch s he cl ai ms t o have Aobuilt
consistently likened to a web (The Parlor). For example, the beaded curtain

in The Music Room is fAcomposed of strand
wall paper in The Parlor is a 6Toiled prin

an ornate style of wallpaper but also, astoilé, to an inwrought pattern in
lace-making (fi T o ). Kr@téhg, then, is a metaphorical act of re -conceiving
the house/web, of managing and forming the domestic space in a manner
which reflects Col | eend s piloting management of
domestic space. More sgecifically, knitting creates metonymic associations to
Madam Spiderés troubled family relationst
after emerging from the silken egg sac, the disappointingly non-
communicati ve t wins ar e nonet hethess Aol
surrogate 6childd player character is giyv
the end of the dream phase (The Parlor). As a projection of Colleen, the
grotesquely open Madam Spider is inextricably bound up in the creation of
the destabilizing, dilemma -inducing family relationships which define the
domestic environment.

Madam Spider is simultaneously distinct from Colleen, however, in that
she represents a desired authority or power which the player character does

75Though this part of Madam Spiderdés anatomy is not directly
typically have more than one spinneret.
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not seem to p 0 s s e s monstenmothern, Madam Spiderdé As i
functions as an object of desire which
dilemma-r i dden position in her primarily mal
as mother is evident from all her relationships to lost, absent or surrogate

offspring, and the significance of that role is indicated by the centrality of
mother-child hierarchies established throughout the interactive fiction. The
triangle of identities represented by tF
this monstrous mother traces a common narrative structure in what Susanne

Becker describes as feminine f orimms of
relation with a gothic-féeémgoraeedi ke t he]
radi cal attack on t he c onimtdeahin axspegificof 6 Wc
cultural, hi storMaadadmcdmit & dhi Brainind/ddal. I n
being contested is arguably the dilemma-free spectral figure who is capable

of perfectly fulfilling the roles of granddaughter, mother, wife and individu al

which Colleen finds difficulty juggling in her contemporary, American,

automotive domestic space. Madam Spider, as similarly entrapped in a web

of domesticity, but one of her own making, is a sympathetic yet powerful

Gothic figure who represents not an antithesis of Colleen but a comrade of

sorts, albeit one with perceived authority and self-realization. Colleen has a

sister as well as a sistefin-l a w, but in her oO6thoughtso6 a
grandfather, no mention is made of her parents and, in particular, her

mot her . I n Gothic fiction, the Adynamics
gothic isolation and in the motherless situation of the gothic heroine
constitute a typical ground for desire, @
or for a femal e communityo (Becker 52) . Whil e
communityo i n he-in-law,ithe m@e relewamtdbjectiosdesaer

is a guiding mother. Although Diane Long Hoeveler suggests that what is
desired in femal e Got hatan offthe patenta figuréess t h e

[. . .] as ambivalent psychic and emotional constructions of power and

power | es s ne s(83),is tmbdesirefar such ambiguous authority

rather than for a distinct father and mother, which is central. Madam Spider,

who suffers a powerlessness similar to Colleen but also enjoys a power which

Colleen lacks, represents an explicit possibility for individual authority in

Coll eends web of fears. The adul tolepl ayerl
model for navigating t he web of family constrictions.
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The Disintegration of Order: Configuring
Within

Unli ke the parallel 6childdé roles of the
traversal of the first phase, the player

phases of Madam Spi dedds ndoMeb mat ch t he pl ayer
grotesque inversion and selffragmentation. However, the poetics of the
grotesque emphasize the playerds oOembodi
phase in contrast to etheé& relgeal afedhangl ax
| atter phases. Pl ayers value what theoris
participatory control when playing (or replaying) interactive fiction (Sloane,

Digital Fictions 76; Keller 289). Despite limitations and restricti ons to play

produced by the interactive fiction author via authoring software such as

I nform 6, the Oparticipatoryéd agency and
interactive fiction provide players with a sense of control. Considered simply,

reading the interactive fiction involves not just identifying and

comprehending words on the screen but also being able to interpret the

information presented within the context of texts and procedures in the
interactive fiction, whi |l e agemake i nvol
decisions and enter commands which affect
or the narrative environment in a significant fashion (see Ryan, Avatars of

Story 128). Notably, while both agency and reading are significant for

traversal, agency is presered as much more important than reading for the

pl ayerds sense of control in interactive
on The Interactive Fiction Wiki e mphasi ze as fundament al
ability to actively determine the actions of the player character (seefi Rai | s,
being on, 0 fiAgencyo), whil e others indic

excessive reading in a work 6eefi Text dump, 0 0 QMadamceneo) .
Spi der ptise illvgwrbof control granted by player agency is greatest in
the dream phase where it i s possible to 6embodydéd
extent of commanding her to perform corporeal actions in the house.

In contrast, the realistic phases involve extensive reading but very little
agency, a programmed configuration which contradicts interactive fiction
design discourse and constricts the pl aye
grotesque manner. In the driving phase, possible commands are limited to
non-physical actions such aslooking/examining, th inking/remembering or
listening.Inaddition to this O0disembodiedd conf
are shown to be irrelevant to the progression of predetermined narrative
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replies (Driving Down the Highway, December 28%) . The pl ayer 6s
removed completely in the hospital phase, where the narrative about what

happens to Colleen after the accident is primary and the player is limited to

pressing a single key to view more text (The White Room). The grotesque
inversion of agency and reading in the p
reveal the illusion of control which the player may have experienced upon

initial traversal of the first phase of the work. A lack of control in the
6realisticb phases of the interactive fi
world for the player. Relegating the player to an agencyless reader goes

against interactive fiction design discourse, but is grotesque in the emphasis

it places on the overt fabrication of th
distance it creates between the player and the wak.”® The grotesque

highlights the fArelativity of prevailin
(11), an illumination of the artificiality of prescriptive authority which Kayser

correlates to Athe confusion, the incong
modern | ifed (Hurl ey, ifAbj ect and Grotes
60readd the work at a distance in the dr
limited illusion of control the player enjoys in the first phase is highlighted

and questioned. ThisGot hi ¢ destabilization of the

chaotic threat implicit in the grotesque. Like the player character, the
greatest constriction for the player, as a reader without agency, occurs in the

contemporary, real i s tractive fistient Foi theghamam f Dee
subject constructed by the interactive fiction, there is an overt loss of control

in Amodern | ife, 0 especially when it com
Alongside the Gothiccgr ot esque destabilization of
successive phasesoMa dam Spi d,dhe hexpliddlgleorelevance of the

cornerstone object in the arachni dds hot
pl ayer 6control 6 i n t he dream phase. T

complete traversalofMa d am S p i o are gdbvernéd/by the indiscernible
cause-and-effect sequence related to the fate of the webencased beetle
found in a closet in the house. When asked, Madam Spider provides no
instructions regarding the food sac and its relevance to the player character
is also unclear as it may not be taken or otherwise employed in completing

76 Although her arguments relate to the representation of spacesinconsolebased vi deo games, in 0
Woman Bornodo Taylor suggests that interactive Gothic works
in design as well as the cultural values which underpin those conventions or practices 111.
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