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Introduc tion  

At the close of the first decade of the twenty-first century, Gothic interactive 

fiction may strike some as a genre and media form pairing firmly rooted in 

the (distant) past. The Anglo-American literary Gothic tradition is known for 

its devoted concern with how the ópastô haunts the ópresent,ô both within 

narratives and formally through the recycling of tropes and themes, a 

concern which traces back to Horace Walpoleôs foundational Gothic novel 

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 piece Adventure , written by 

Will Crowther and further developed by Don Woods in 1976. The Gothic 

genre and interactive fiction construct relationships to the ópastô as a means 

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 fertile 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 that ñthe Gothic is alive (if not entirely well) in western cultures in 

the early twenty-first century [. . .] for example, in the apparently endless 

remaking and reshaping of the vampire myth in literature and filmò (xix). 

Jerrold E. Hogle more forcefully argues for the relevance of the Gothic. He 

states that there ñis now no question that the Gothic, particularly in prose or 

verse narrative, theatre, and film [. . .] has become a long-lasting and major, 

albeit widely variable, symbolic realm in modern and even postmodern 

western culture, however archaic the Gothic label may make it seemò 

(ñIntroduction: The Gothic in Western Cultureò 2). Aside from the spread of 

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 
peoples or individuals as monstrous or óotherô; the preoccupation with bodies 
that are modified, grotesque or diseased. Gothic has become so pervasive 
precisely because it is so apposite to the representations of contemporary 
concerns. (8) 

This thematic continuity from the eighteenth century to contemporary 

culture underscores the Gothicôs central relevance in investigating issues 

related to the human condition and, specifically, constructions of human 

subjectivit y.1 The Gothic is a particularly salient object of study in  literary 

and cultural discourses precisely because contemporary 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 ever-increasing 

digital production of graphically and auditorily rich interactive narratives 

and worlds, wholly text -based interactive fiction is uniquely positioned to 

support investigations of the relat ionships between codex-based 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 

inadequate because they (usually) do not take into account a textôs material 

form. However, ñ[r]eaders come to digital work with expectations formed by 

print, including extensive and d eep tacit knowledge of letter forms, print 

conventions, and print literary modesò (3-4). The relevance of óprintô 

narrative forms for readers of a digital work is similarly emphasized for 

authors. In his 2007 doctoral dissertation ñCommand Lines: Aesthetics and 

                                                             
1 For an overview of contemporary critical approaches to Gothic constructions of subjectivity, see Heiland  

183-85.  
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Technique in Interactive Fiction and New Media,ò Jeremy Douglass argues 

for a ñdeep relationshipò between ñcontemporary independent IF [interactive 

fiction] and the 20 th century novelò (33). The cohesion between ódigitalô and 

óprintô forms of narrative is further emphasized 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 ñthe possibilities of print and digital mediaò (276, 295, my 

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  from print fiction. Rather, the óexperienceô of these digital works 

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 Spiderôs Web, by Sara Dee (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 Poeôs poem ñThe Ravenò in which the narrator of 

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 Spiderôs Web is 

not adapted from or based on any specific text(s) but produces familiar yet 

                                                             
2 Although Madam Spiderôs Web and Slouching Towards Bedlam do not identify themselves as Gothic 

works, they both produce narratives which align with the Gothic.  
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fragmented narratives of female constriction in domestic spaces. Entitled in 

reference to the closing lines from W. B. Yeatsô poem ñThe Second Coming,ò 

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 new form of óhumanô subjectivity. Although my focus is on how 

the Gothic is remediated in these individual interactive fictions I also, of 

course, elucidate the Gothic poetics of the relevant print texts.  

Via in-depth analyses in the following four chapters, I demonstrate  that 

literary Gothic conventions and tropes are uniquely developed in each of 

these four works, which underscores the interactive fictionsô relationships to 

a literary ópastô or ótradition.ô Although my analytical method provides more 

precise conclusions about Gothic elements as they function in the individual 

works than about the Gothic generally in contemporary interactive fiction (a 

scope I could not hope to achieve here), I make the following broad claims. 

First, the reworking of Gothic tropes and convent ions in these interactive 

fictions includes a consideration not just of textual poetics (in a ónewô 

context) but of additional elements involved in the digital poetics of these 

interactive fictions. Accordingly, I am concerned with how the individual 

quali ties 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 fictions the playerôs roles are designed to 

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 I 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 
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mirrored in the playerôs configured relationship with the main character in 

each interactive fiction.  

In this introductory chapter I 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. I 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 I emphasize in this section form the basis 

for the methodology I describe in the following section. Having established 

and contextualized concerns related to the digital poetics of the interactive 

fiction media form, I turn to contemporary critical approaches to the literary 

Gothic which are intertwined with particular rather than essential 

constructions of subjectivity. Finally, I 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, I 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  

In this study, óinteractive fictionô refers to a text-based form of computer-

mediated interactive storytelling which may contain gaming elements. Early 

examples of the form, often referred to as ótext adventures,ô óadventure 

gamesô and a number of other terms, were more often puzzle-based, ludic 

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 Spiderôs Web and Slouching 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 

                                                             
3 For a list of the terms that have been used to denote interactive fiction, see Douglass, ñCommand Linesò 29. 
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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.  

 

Screenshot of the interactive fiction Madam Spiderôs Web, by Sara Dee. The statements written in capital 

letters after a command prompt (>)  are player commands. All other text is output by the software.  

The interactive fictions I 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 

loosely be described as a ócommunityô whose enthusiasm for the form is 

evident in annual competitions, journals such as XYZZY News, The Society 

for the Promotion of Adventure Games (SPAG)  and Brass Lantern , various 

online di scussion channels including The Interactive Fiction Wiki  and the 

rec.arts.int -fiction newsgroup, and, of course, archives of freely 
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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 fict ions are written in programming languages so 

formalized that the focus is mostly on ñthe work of writing and structuring 

the fictional world,ò not on creating programming innovations (79; see 

Douglass, ñCommand Linesò 129). As interactive fiction author 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 

are ñidiosyncraticò works of ñself-expressionò (Interview). The works I 

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.  

Nate Cullôs Nevermore: 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 Awards. Cullôs interactive 

fiction is salient to an investi gation of the Gothic as it is directly derived from 

the ñThe Raven,ò one of the most famous Gothic poems by Edgar Allan Poe. 

The adaptation demonstrates a keen awareness of the aesthetic presentation 

of love, death and sorrow in Poeôs poem as well as of other prominent 

elements in Poeôs fictional work, such as the symbolic relevance of alchemy. 

The main character in the interactive fiction resembles the narrator in Poeôs 

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 lost Lenore. The playerôs attentions in the work 

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. 
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constrictions in Poeôs poem. Cullôs interactive fiction is also remarkable for 

its two ambivalent endings as they redouble the sense of ambiguous closure 

at the end of ñThe Raven.ò 

Michael S. Gentryôs Anchorhead: An Interactive Gothic  won ñBest 

Settingò in the 1998 XYZZY Awards and was a finalist in five other 

categories. Gentryôs work stands out both because it is more than three times 

as large as a typical interactive fiction and because it is frequently discussed 

as the quintessential example of how to make óhorrorô work in the media 

form (Stevens, Rev. of Anchorhead; Short, Rev. of Anchorhead). Gentryôs 

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, Lovecraftôs typically gender-neutral, modernist 

concerns with the stability of space and mankindôs ability to comprehend the 

basis of reality are extended and developed in an ironic, postmodern fashion. 

While the primary characterôs sense of the universe is shaken by the 

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 husbandðthe only reason she is in the town to 

begin withðwho 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 ólosingô endings as well as a couple of 

ówinningô ones. As the playerôs progress through the work is driven by an 

interest in accomplishing the ócorrectô ending, Anchorhead functions at least 

partly as a contrastive work in this study.  

Sara Deeôs Madam Spiderôs Web has an ambivalent status in the 

interactive fiction community. Although Deeôs work ranked in the top ten 

(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. In th is sense Deeôs interactive fiction most clearly 

indicates potential contradictions between prescriptive design practices and 

the óidiosyncrasiesô of óself-expression.ô As a fragmented narrative, one of the 

most relevant qualities of Madam Spiderôs Web is the seemingly conscious 

use and subversion of expected interactive fiction design practice for the 
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purposes of generating Gothic experiences. Unlike Nevermore and 

Anchorhead, Deeôs interactive fiction is not based on a print text per se, but 

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 depict an adult woman prior to and 

after an automobile accident in a more órealisticô setting. Subjectivity is once 

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 narrative 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, Foster and Ravipintoôs interactive 

fiction has been very favorably reviewed. Set in London in 1855, the player 

directs a character who is a doctor at Bethlehem Hospital (óBedlamô) as he 

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 patient ða ósicknessô transmitted verballyðthe viral, corporeal 

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  reflects the workôs thoroughly 

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 
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dominates the interactive  fiction. Foster and Ravipintoôs interactive fiction is 

most remarkable for its formal expression of this subjectivity; the linguistic 

breakdown which threatens posthuman subjects in the work also affects the 

playerôs ability to operate the interactive fiction software. This simulated 

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 

developments in the media formôs history. In contrast to works from the 

1980s, when the media form enjoyed commercial popularity, the particular 

narrative relevance of individual works produced today derives from greater 

freedom in authoring choices as well 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 form óbeginsô with the mid-1970s popularity of Crowther 

and Woodôs Adventure  and continues to the present, with the commercial 

success of the form in the early 1980s given particular attention.5 Espen 

Aarseth, one of the first to document the media formôs history in 1997, 

suggests the 1980s period as most significant (in part by developing his 

theoretical model of the form via an investigation of Marc Blankôs Deadline 

from 1982), and cites concern that the form is no longer popular in the 1990s 

(101-02). 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 nonetheless highlights ñturn of the 

                                                             
5 For additional overviews of the history  of interactive fiction , see Jerz, ñStorytelling and Computer Gamesò; 

Granade and Granade, ñA Brief History of Interactive Fictionò; Maher, ñLetôs Tell a Story Togetherò and 

Montfort, ñRiddle Machines.ò 
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century interactive fictionò as characteristic of a ñgrowing appreciation of the 

mediumôs potential for artò (362). Similarly, Nick Montfort, writing in 2003, 

describes contemporary interactive fiction authors as a ñstill-growing 

communityò and implies that current innovation and vitality in the 

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 ñtypically free for download and, 

thanks to the Internet, available worldwide,ò while Douglass, writing in 

2007, presents a telling new perspective on the media formôs history which is 

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 

ófolkô or independent movement (193-94; ñCommand Linesò 21). Such a 

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 I examine 

demonstrate greater range in terms of length, narrative generation, 

intertextual reference to past conventions in the form and relationship to 

literary poetics.6 They are, as Keller 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 interest (Douglass, ñCommand Linesò 8-9; Montfort, ñGenerating 

Narrative Variation in In teractive Fictionò 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 , see Gentry, ñAnd if a Puzzle is Not Puzzling Anymore?ò; Lantz ix-x; and Ryan, 

ñBeyond Myth and Metaphor.ò 
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to advance an understanding of the specific digital poetics of the media form, 

only a few individual analyses (that is, close óreadingsô) of individual works 

exist; these tend to be brief and feature varying methodologies since there 

are as yet no agreed-upon models for how to perform such analyses (as there 

are with print fiction). In addition, there are very few ðif anyðinvestigations 

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

the methodology I 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 di gital 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/readerôs engagement with a computer program just prior to the turn 

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 ófieldô of interactive fiction research, if it can even be 

called such, is still nascent and so the following progression is not intended 

to represent a movement from óoldô to ómodernô ideas but rather a spectrum 

of valid points which are relevant to my analytical framework.  

Parallel to interactive fictionôs rise in commercial popularity in the  1980s, 

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 

Anthony J. Niesz and Norman N. Hollandôs ñInteractive Fictionò (1984), 

Mary Bucklesô doctoral thesis ñInteractive Fiction: The Computer Storygame 

óAdventureôò (1985) and Richard Ziegfeldôs ñInteractive Fiction: A New 

Literary Genre?ò (1989). Although there are discrepancies between what 

these critics consider to be óinteractive fiction,ô all three studies suggest that 

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 , see Aarseth 106-14 and Jerz, 

ñInteractive Fiction.ò  
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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, 125-27; 359, 367). In 

contrast to these two exploratory studies, Buckles conducts an in-depth 

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 Propp ôs structural methodology for 

analyzing folktales to Adventure  as well as a non-empirical reception study 

whose aim is to determine the distinct requirements of óreadingô the work. 

Alongside the need for an appropriate form of analysis indicated by these 

three works, the importance of genre is suggested, at times indirectly, as 

central to the óliterarinessô of interactive fiction. Buckles draws comparisons 

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 óexperientialô reading. In Computers as Theatre (1993), Brenda 

Laurel proposes that human-computer activity may be understood as an 

encounter with a spatial realm. Laurel implicitly defines computer -mediated 

works as representational óworlds,ô and contends that ñhow people find the 

edges of the universeðdiscovering what is possibleðis a central issue in 

designò (67). Laurelôs emphasis on the effects of designed spaces is further 

developed by Robert T. Kelley in his investigation of the commercially 

popular Zork  trilogy of interactive fictio ns from the 1980s in his article ñA 

Maze of Twisty Little Passages, All Alikeò (1993). Kelley explains how spatial 

                                                             
8 For accounts of ócritical snobbishnessô against the Gothic, especially in early criticism, see Botting and 

Townsend, General Introduction 13 -14; Hogle and Smith, ñRevisiting the Gothic and Theoryò 4; and Spooner, 

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 items 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 physical action on the userôs part is 
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 text output 

and input. In addition, the player is more comprehensively involved in 

ñmaking meaningò than a reader of traditional print text because physical 

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 evident in J. Yellowlees Douglasô 

and Jay David Bolterôs work with interactive narrative forms, although 

neither scholar deals specifically with the type of command-based interactive 

fiction I examine. 9 Douglas implicitly argues that the non -linear, interactive 

qualities of digital fictions necessitate an analysis where equal consideration 

is given ñto reading strategies translated directly from reading print 

narratives and to strategies which embrace the text as an interactive 

narrative existing in virtual [. . .] spaceò (ñóHow Do I Stop This Thing?ôò 172). 

In Wri ting Space, Bolter combines these dual strategies employed in reading 

an ñelectronicò text into the image of ña journey through a symbolic space,ò a 

metaphor which allows a particular óreadingô to be thought of as following 

ñone path from among those suggestedò by the text (100).10 This subjective 

spatial metaphor is fundamental to describing the process of playing or 

óreadingô interactive fiction where, as Douglas points out, ñaesthetic 

experience becomes more reader/viewer/player-orientedò (ñWhere the 

Senses Become a Stage and Reading Is Directionò 33). Paths, of course, while 

                                                             
9 Following critical trends at the time, b oth scholars use the term óinteractive fiction ô when referring to 

hypertext fictions . For criticism of Douglasô dismissal of command-line interactive fiction as implicitly less 

óliteraryô than hypertext fiction, see Montfort, Twisty Little Passages 11. However, some of Douglasô points 

regarding the óexperienceô of interactive textuality are relevant for my study.  
10 Although I refer to the 2001 edition  of Writing Space , I group Bolter with the early 1990s theorists as the 

first edition of Writing Space was published in 1991.  
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óchosenô by the reader/player, define constraints; the authorôs control over 

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 H. Murrayôs Hamlet on the  Holodeck: The Future of 

Narratives in Cyberspace (1997) and Espen J. Aarsethôs Cybertext: 

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 óprocedural,ô 

which is to say that they ñexecute a series of rulesò in order to ñembody 

complex, contingent behaviors,ò Aarseth details the ñinternal designò of 

interactive fictions generally as a system of relationships between data, 

processing engines, the interface and the óuserô (71-72; 103-05). Notable in 

both studies is an emphasis on the significance of the computer-mediated 

feedback loop (Murrayôs procedurality, the basis for Aarsethôs cybertext) 

and, particularly relevant to my own methodology, the self-determined 

limitations with regard to the level of programming complexity considered. 

Another point made by Aarseth and Murray is that the óstoryô in an 

interactive fiction is not primary but shares a roughly equal relevance with 

the player/reader/us erôs physical and mental engagement with the work. 

Aarseth argues that the ñreader is (or at least produces) the story,ò while 

Murray posits that interactive fictions like Zork are óparticipatoryô in the 

sense that the player metaphorically converses with the computer program 

in order to enact the ñcomputer-based storyò (112, original emphasis; 74). 

Finally, genre is once again portrayed as salient to formal qualities of 

int eractive fiction. Murray indicate s that spatially ordered, adventurous 

literary genr es are ideally suited to the folkloric, participatory qualities of 

interactive fiction (79, 130, 192). Although Aarseth argues for an 

understanding of interactive fictionôs formal properties as distinct from 

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 

óintrigue,ô where the player must discover the ósecret plotô of a work, relies 
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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 conceptions of 

the formôs digital poetics and helped define a common terminology of 

interactive fictionôs formal elements.11 Both critics contend that interactive 

fictions produce narratives through player interaction (Montfort, Twisty 

Little Passages 3; ñGenerating Narrative Variation in Interactive Fiction ò 1, 

155; Douglass, ñCommand Linesò 396). In addition, both critics indicate the 

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

the approaches they suggest relate to elements of the formôs poetics. While 

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

cohesively valuable for the specific aims of this study, Douglassô concept of 

ófrustration aestheticsô indicates interactive conceits which may support the 

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

works.12 Douglass contends that ófrustrationô is central to interactive fiction 

aesthetics in part because interactive fiction functions as ña tightly defined 

system of rigid constraintsò and also because it is common that these 

authored constraints often ñinvolve the deferral or betrayal (sometimes 

cruelly) of the interactorôs [playerôs] desire to resolve the simulation and 

reach a terminal closureò (ñCommand Linesò 156-57). Authored 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. 

                                                             
11 Montfortôs extensive and varied work on interactive fiction and narrative  has been fundamental to my 

understanding of the media form. Douglassô work has been particularly relevant in establishing the need for 

and value of close óreadingsô of individual works.  
12 Montfortôs methods include considering an interactive fiction as a literary riddle in Twisty Little Passages 

37-63 and increasingly narratological conceptions of how simulation  and narrative function together at 

different levels of the media form  in ñNarrative in Digital Mediaò 177, 185 and ñGenerating Narrative 

Variation in  Interactive Fiction ò 26. Aside from ófrustration aesthetics,ô Douglass presents the idea of ñimplied 

code,ò which presents a model of how the player mentally conceives of the hidden program governing the 

interactive fiction in ñCommand Linesò 69-152. Although I do not employ these models cohesively in my own 

approach I will draw on select points made by both critics in individual analyses.  
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Alongside Montfortôs and Douglassô concerns with poetics, the scholars 

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 

óinteractorô to describe the person interacting with the software (ñGenerating 

Narrative Variation in Interactive Fiction ò 29; ñCommand Linesò 11-13), I use 

the more common term óplayer,ô favored by the interactive fiction 

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 I examine. Fo llowing Montfort, I use the term óplayer 

characterô to describe the character entity which the player guides or directs 

in the interactive fiction (ñGenerating Narrative Variation in Interactive 

Fictionò 39).13 In the four works I 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 Montfortôs suggestion that the player character is ña 

sort of vehicleò which the player must use in order to experience and affect 

the world presented in the interactive fiction (ñFretting the Player Characterò 

140). Douglassô conception also lends support to the idea of the player 

character as an interface through which the player may affect the interactive 

fiction, as he argues that the player character is a óconduit of agencyô for the 

player as s/he directs the action in the interactive fiction ( ñCommand Linesò 

207). The four works in this study follow the interactive fictio n convention of 

using the second-person 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 I examine are authored creations who exhibit 

feelings, concerns, desires, crippling personal dilemmas, and so forth which 

constrain or govern the playerôs ability to guide them to an ending. For this 

reason, I posit that the manner in which  the player is allowed to progress 

through these works is founded on the playerôs configured órelationshipô to 

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

                                                             
13 Douglass prefers the term óprotagonist ,ô in the sense of ófirst actor,ô as part of a general preference for 

describing the entity as one who performs actions at the direction of the óinteractorô in ñCommand Linesò 207.  
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of a work, the playerôs efforts to learn about the player character and her or 

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 playerôs ability to learn of the limitations, goals, abilities 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 character.14 The term óembodimentô indicates 

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 similar 

to its relevance in narrative. In an article on narrative theory and character, 

Genie Babb argues that ñissues of embodiment saturate narrative,ò noting 

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, I will only discuss embodiment in my analyses 

when an individual work calls attention to this process via difficulties, 

changes or hindrances to the playerôs effort to embody the player character 

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 ósteerô the player character, s/he ñsteers the workò (ñCommand Linesò 

                                                             
14 In the latter respect embodiment involves more than the readerly identification with a character in a 

narrative.  
15 For 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 óimplied code,ô the developing mental 

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 óimplied codeô does provide one possible critical lens for 

considering what is involved in interacting with a work, Douglassô aesthetic 

is designed to encompass interactive fiction generally, including those works 

which feature multiple player characters or, more rarely, do not have one 

(see ñPlayer Characterò). This analytical perspective is too broad for my 

purposes, as the player character 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 player character as a ópuppet,ô 

suggested much earlier by Sarah Sloane in ñInteractive Fiction, Virtual 

Realities and the Reading-Writing Relationship,ò on the grounds that this 

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 wishes (ñCommand Linesò 188-89). My own 

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 conflation of the player and player character (ñCommand 

Linesò 206-07).16 I agree with this concern and treat these entities separately 

throughout this study, especially when I am discussing aspects of traversal.  

The term ótraversalô indicates the playerôs actions in progressing through 

an interactive fiction and as such provides a perspective for examining a 

workôs digital poetics. Montfort suggests the term ótraversalô to describe 

ñwhat happens in one or more sessions, and one or more interactionsò when 

a player ócompletesô a work (ñGenerating Narrative Variation in Interactive 

Fictionò 32; see Twisty Little Passages 32). Like Douglass, I have adopted 

this term from Montfort , but I use the concept of traversal somewhat more 

                                                             
16 One reason for this frequent conflation is th e second-person 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 of the playerôs interaction with or progression 

through a work, and so I am careful to qualify if a playerôs traversal is 

ócomplete,ô encompasses only one part of or course through a work, and so 

forth.  The act of traversal is complex and involves the player in 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 óspaces,ô ótalkingô to characters and 

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 pre-programmed rules, ópaths,ô or 

potentialities as well as other issues related to player agency. However, the 

playerôs progress through a work is also salient in that traversal produces a 

narrative or, in some cases, narratives. As player traversal and narrative 

production are ultimately governed by the manner in which digital poetics 

are employed to produce an overall óexperience,ô individual works of 

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 óworld.ô While 

this simulated world is materially distinct from the possible óworldô which 

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 foundation ñultimately rest[s] on the material 

book and its typography,ò projects a possible world which ñmust be believed 

in, imagined, wished for etc., by some human agentò (180, 34). Although, 

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 In digital media scholarship it is common to refer to the complex actions involved in the reception of a 

digital work  as an óexperienceô of the work. For example, in ñPlaying to Solve Savoir -Faire ,ò Montfort 

contends that Emily Shortôs interactive fiction Savoir -Faire  involves a ñplay experience,ò ñan experience of 

solving,ò and ña reading experienceò 175. Conversely, Engberg consistently argues that digital poems are not 

just read but óexperienced,ô a term she uses to indicate ñan embodied multisensory event reliant upon a range 

of contextual factorsò 6. Although I do not use óexperienceô with this degree of specificity, I employ the term 

throughout this study to indicate a playerôs overall sense of a work. 
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program which models the setting, physical laws, objects and characters of a 

world via the playerôs interaction with a textual interface (Montfort, 

ñGenerating Narrative Variation in Interactive Fictionò 33; Douglass, 

ñCommand Linesò 394; Ryan, Avatars of Story 128). Despite this material 

dif ference 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 

ñrichly simulated IF worldò of Emily Shortôs Savoir -Faire , Montfort 

contrasts Shortôs work to a work whose narrative elements do not ñoffer a 

very satisfyingly systematic worldò and to another work with highly 

developed narrative elements which nevertheless ñdoes not offer a very 

deeply simulated worldò (ñPlaying to Solve Savoir -Faireò 183-84). A more 

extreme example of an interactive fiction which creates a rich narrative 

world without simulating it is Stephen Bondôs Rameses. According to 

veteran interactive fiction reviewer Duncan Stevens, the workôs ñlack of 

interactivity [is] among its primary virtuesò; while a player may attempt to 

command the recalcitrant player character it is also possible to complete the 

work by repeatedly typing the command ówaitô (Rev. of Rameses; 

ñRamesesò). While the 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 particulars of óworld-buildingô in 

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 approach based on close óreadingsô or 

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 Spivakôs discussion about the need for close readings in 

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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work against the closed ñtaxonomiesò which develop in every discipline (6). 

Although the value of single-work analysis has been implied by Montfortôs 

careful presentation of the diversit y of individual interactive fictions 

(ñFretting the Player Characterò 141-45) and partly demonstrated via 

investigations of formal elements in exemplary individual works (ñPlaying to 

Solve Savoir -Faireò; Montfort and Moulthrop, ñFace It, Tiger, You Just Hit 

the Jackpotò), few scholarly analyses exist at the time of this writing. 

Douglass directly addresses the lack of what he terms ñclose interactionsò in 

interactive fiction criticism:  

Browsing through stacks of critical  monographs, piles of papers, and a hard 
drive of files, I am struck by the infrequency with which I encounter close  
readings ï or rather, close interactions ï 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.  
(ñCommand Linesò 36) 

Accordingly, although his dissertationôs aim is to describe aesthetics of the 

interactive media form, Douglass performs several ñclose interactionsò of 

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, ñthe human uses of human artò (37). Concerns with constructions of 

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  156-59; Douglass, ñCommand 

Linesò 199-201; ñCategory: Social Issuesò). An investigation of narrative 

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 Close reading methodologies have often been seen as problematic in digital media studies, in part due to 

early misconceptions related to worksô formal properties. However, recent scholarship indicates a growing 

appreciation of such methodologies. For claims asserting the relevance of particular, focused considerations 

of individual works, see Van Looy and Baetens 7-10 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 formôs digital poetics in ways which develop literary Gothic discourses. 

Accordingly, the method I use for extended, in-depth analyses of these works 

is media-specific to the extent that I consider spatial construction , player 

constraint  and narrati ve 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 though 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 of the formôs digital poetics. Hayles is one 

of the most well-known proponents of media-specific analysis of digital 

works, and she describes it as a ñcriticism that pays attention to the material 

apparatus producing the literary workò (Writing Machines 29). Media-

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 l 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 l Fictions  66-67, 
original emphasis)  

An examination of the computerôs material role in óadjustingô the ñprose, 

pace, and sequencing of storiesò may lead to near infinite levels of 

complexity, as adjustment occurs in a complex interplay of the ñtexts that 
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users (almost) never see, ranging from source code to object code to the 

alternating voltages that correlate with assembly languageò (Hayles, 

Electronic Literature 163-64).19 While the interaction of programming codes 

within the computerôs materiality is necessary for the execution of an 

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 

consider ñthe program instead as a black box that accepts input and 

generates outputò (ñGenerating Narrative Variation in Interactive Fiction ò 

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 ócommunity.ô 

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 source code, which I will describe in greater detail below, 

ñcan be readðadmittedly after a little tuition [ . . .]  by humansò (Firth and 

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 ótranslationô produces a ñbinary file not meaningful to human eyesò 

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

downloaded from a database such as The Interactive Fiction Archive  is this 

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

                                                             
19 Code is a general term for the languages that are used for human-computer 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 so-called new media scholars should read code as a 

meaningful part of a work in ñProcedural Literacy.ò In contrast, for a discussion of some of the possible 

limitations surrounding such an approach, see Wardrip -Fruin 36 -38. 
20 Montfort is care ful to assert that reading code as part of analysis is also valuable; he primarily argues that 

it is not necessary for credible analysis. See ñGenerating Narrative Variation in Interactive Fiction ò 28, note 7. 
21 Like a fictional manuscript draft, the sourc e code may contain comments or notes from the author which 

have no bearing on the interactive 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 viewed and 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, I 

use the same interpreter for traversing each work.22 In short, as with ma ny 

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 I examine have been chosen partly because 

they share the same authoring software tools. All of the interactive fictions  in 

this study were written using Graham Nelsonôs authoring system Inform, 

version six, one of the most popular programming tool kits for creating 

interactive fiction around the turn of the century (Firth and Kesserich 9; 

Montfort, ñGenerating Narrative Variation in Interactive Fiction ò 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, and so 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 pre-existing bits of code 

which are ócalledô or activated by key terms or short phrases. This collection 

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 se e 

the program code which governs them (ñLibrary Moduleò). These features of 

Inform 6 represent a default or standard system of programming routines 

which translate to behaviors in traversal (ñAuthoring Systemò), which means 

                                                             
22 The interpreter I use is Windows Frotz 2002 , written by David Kinder. According to The Interactive 

Fiction Wiki , the Frotz interpreter is ñperhaps the most well-known and popularò of the interpreters which are 

used to run story files written in the coding system used by Inform 6. See ñFrotz.ò  
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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 properties. An object is ña collection of 

variables which together represent the capabilities  and current status  of 

some specific component of the model worldò (Firth and Kesserich 177, my 

emphases). As bits of 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, ñObjectò). Nearly everything in an interactive fiction 

may be regarded as an object: each ñroom is an object, each item that the 

player [character] sees and touches is an object; indeed the player 

[character] herself is also an object (one thatôs automatically defined by the 

library)ò (Firth a nd Kesserich 50; see Nelson 76).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 ðboth data properties and allowable proceduresðis 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 relati onships 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 objects form the basic structuring unit in a work. Knowledge 

of how objects are used and function in Inform 6 provides a sense of the 

media formôs specific óblack boxô and indicates potential conceptual 

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 As 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, ódocumentsô which the player character may read are also cited for specific information.  
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discover an authorôs intention with an individual work, a sense of this media-

specific óblack boxô allows me to evaluate why certain aspects of a work 

encountered in traversal may be more relevant for analysis than others in 

much the same manner that a readerôs knowledge of narrative techniques 

may help determine pertinent details in a text. 25 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 I  examine relevant Gothic elements comprehensively in the 

individual, in -depth analyses of Nevermore , Anchorhead, Madam Spiderôs 

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 qualities of óthingô objects, programmed allowances 

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 analyses these 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 character may óreadô the books provides a central stop-gap 

for traversal. The ósnackô discovered in the arachnidôs closet in Madam 

Spiderôs Web is covertly pertinent to the fragmentation in the work, and 

several technological apparatusesðeach object with its own particular 

functionðin 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 to facilitate being óaliveô and receptive 

to interpersonal commands such as ókiss,ô óask,ô ótell,ô óshowô and so forth 

                                                             
25 As my approach is formal and I am concerned with investigating the manner in which these works express 

the Gothic as a type of electronic literature, I have not contacted the authors in my study to discuss analyses 

and I 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 

Spider in Madam Spiderôs Web. Rooms are relevant 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 Spiderôs Web trigger 

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.  

Of importance in my study is a consideration of how the playerôs 

órelationshipô to the player character is configured throughout traversal.27 

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 characterôs goals, concerns, desires, her or his 

situation in the narrative scenario and what s/he appears to óknow.ô This 

inherent process of embodiment is part of traversal, but in some cases it is 

made explicit by unexpected difficulties, changing all owances or hindrances 

built into the playerôs role. In Nevermore and Madam Spiderôs Web, 

problems with player character embodim ent at certain points during  

traversal signal Gothic effects of profound containment for the player. In 

Anchorhead, the process of 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 playerôs formal relationship to the player character. 

These joint changes simulate helplessness in the playerôs role and may 

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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playerôs relationship to the player character which provides the overt basis 

for the simulated vulnerability of the playerôs role.  

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 Spiderôs Web include a final room scenario which 

is distanced from the rest of the work.28 Otherwise, each work deals with 

endings differently: Madam Spiderôs Web and Slouching Towards 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. Nevermoreôs two uncertain endings 

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 ðthough 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 includes a consideration of the playerôs part in running an 

interactive fiction.  In each chapter I construct arguments based on the player 

reactions, interpretations, constraints, possible actions and other issues 

related to the playerôs role. As much as possible, arguments related to the 

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 In Anchorhead there are actually two final rooms, but as the spaces are somewhat indistinguishable and 

given that the player character can óhearô her husband from either space they function as one, sequestered 

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, 182-86; Spooner, Contemporary Gothic 

24-25) which have, in turn,  led to a number of diverse definitions (see 

Spooner and McEvoy 1). The diversity of these definitions causes some 

critics to underscore the difficulty of defining the Gothic (Punter and Byron 

ix, xviii; Williams 12 -17), while other critics only discuss central óparametersô 

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 Gothic works (Bruhm, ñThe Contemporary 

Gothicò 259; Punter, The Literature of Terror 2: 183), as is an emphasis on 

how historically, culturally, socially or individually distinct places prove 

highly affective to characters  (Hogle, ñIntroductionò 2; Mighall xviii). Both 

of these elements, usually in combination, work to trouble or even 

disintegrate the coherence of óselfô or óidentityô in characters. Hogle suggests 

that Gothic fiction investigates ñsome of the most important desires, 

quandaries, and sources of anxietyò related to the human condition, 

generally and individually, a sentiment echoed in Steven Bruhmôs contention 

that definitions of óGothic horrorô are ñintimately bound up with the 

representation of the thinking subjectò (ñIntroductionò 4; ñOn Stephen 

Kingôs Phallusò 170). The Gothicôs spatio-temporal parameters and focus on 

the vulnerability of the óselfô are neatly, if broadly, encapsulated in Avril 

Horner and Sue Zlosnikôs description of the genre as concerned with ñthe 

permeability of boundaries,ò a concern which manifests as ña deep anxiety 

about the coherence of the human subjectò (1; see Punter, The Literature of 

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 inherent sense of the selfôs óidentity,ô are 

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. The human subjectôs primary 
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referent is the body, the ñbiological entity, psycho-sexual construction, [and] 

cultural productò which provides the ñsource and a locus of meaningsò in 

literary (and other) discourses (Brooks xii). With the liberal humanist 

subject which has dominated discourses for centuries, societyôs and the 

individualôs sense of what constitutes the óselfô is inherently tied to the body 

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 

Taylorôs exploration of the óinwardnessô consistently attributed to human 

subjectivities as they have been constructed in Western thought in Sources of 

the Self (x, 111, 186, 211, 390, 498). The concept of ódepthô or óinwardnessô 

relies on the body as an envelope separating inner ñthoughts, ideas, or 

feelingsò from ñthe objects in the world which these mental states bear onò 

(111).29 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/pleasure, órealô/óunrealô, 
ónaturalô/ósupernaturalô, material/transcendent, man/machine, 
human/vampire or ómasculineô/ófeminineô. (Horner and Zlosnik  1) 

Chapters one through three in this study involve considerations of the Gothic 

boundaries to human subjectivity.  

In contrast to the human subject, the posthuman subjectôs central 

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 

particular permanent blurring of the ñman/machineò boundary (Hayles, 

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 

Harawayôs ñA Cyborg Manifesto,ò for instance, or subjects who are 

metaphorically or inherently regarded as complex bio -mechanical 

information systems themselves, as is explored by Stephen Dougherty in 

ñCulture in the Disk Drive.ò Although the body is less significant for notions 

                                                             
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 I examine. For an overview of theoretical approaches to 

subjectivity, including political concerns related to gender, race and postcolonial ideologies, see Hall.  



The Gothic in Contemporary Interactive Fictions  

40  

of identity in posthuman cons tructions of subjectivity than in human ones, it 

nonetheless may function somewhat similarly as an ñinterface between mind 

and experienceò or be narrated ñas a site of exploration and transfigurationò 

through which ñelectronically-based postmodern experience is inscribedò 

(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 óinnerô self and óouterô world.30 As conceptions 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 sc holarship which 

viewed the Gothic through a lens where value was ñmeasured in terms of 

enduring human qualities, instincts and emotions,ò the last few decades have 

seen a rise in ñmaterialist, feminist and poststructuralist readings of the 

Gothic [. . .] in opposition to such essentialist notionsò (Botting and 

Townshend, General Introduction 14). 31 For example, Horner and Zlosnikôs 

groundbreaking study of the comic turn in the genre specifically addresses 

areas overlooked by ñthe orthodox account of what is Gothic,ò in part via an 

emphasis on individual analyses of texts which have fallen into obscurity, 

which have been overlooked in Gothic criticism or which ñcannot be 

contained within the conventional Gothic aestheticò (3). The focus on the 

                                                             
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, maze-like 

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.  
31 Taken to excess, particular approaches may also prove problematic. In ñGothic Criticism,ò Baldick and 

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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particular is also apparent in David Punter and Glennis Byronôs introduction 

to Gothic studies, The Gothic, which describes ñwhat constitutes the Gothicò 

via a consideration of the ñindividual significanceò of seventy-eight writers 

who each demonstrate their own ñparticular brand of Gothicò (ix). Similarly, 

Spooner contends that the immense diversity of possible ñpermutationsò of 

generic elements enables a ñresurgence of Gothic in so many different areas 

of contemporary cultureò based on ñlocalized needs rather than one over-

arching oneò (Contemporary Gothic 156). The Gothic in Contemporary 

Interactive Fictions  supports and contributes to investigations of the Gothic 

as it is expressed ólocallyô by focusing on how individual interactive fictions 

mediate the poetics of generic 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 express their ñparticular brand of Gothicò via 

singular ñpermutationsò of generic elements. 

Investigation of the Gothicôs spread into digital media forms is an 

emerging area in contemporary Gothic criticism to which this dissertation 

contributes. To my knowledge, there are as yet no developed 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 

(Hogle, ñIntroductionò 1). The genre is well-adapted to medial shifts such as 

these because it provides a ñlanguage and a set of discourses with which we 

can talk about fear and anxiety,ò which is obviously relevant to a variety of 

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, ñGothic 

and the Graphic Novelò), role-playing games (Fyhr, De mörka labyrinterna  

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

research into the ongoing ñproliferation of Gothic media still remains a 

relatively under -researched areaò (Spooner, ñGothic Mediaò 195), and 

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 As 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 medi a ñhas proven 

to be an especially fertile site for the evolution of gothic tropes and themes.ò 

As a companion essay for Haylesô Electronic Literature , Wozniakôs short 

ñSites of Disturbance: The Gothic in Electronic Literatureò illustrates the 

literary Gothicôs formal and thematic remediation into specific works of 

electronic literature. Other scholars have asserted the genreôs ability to 

recycle itself in other digital media forms. In ñTraces of Gothic Spectrality in 

New Media Art,ò Wendy Haslem investigates the ñhaunting of time, space, 

bodies and objectsò in digital artwork. In ñGothic and New Media,ò Jason 

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 intersections 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 audio-visual games with radically diverse 

material (p rogramming) 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 in Tomb Raiders and Space 

Invaders (see 54-59), an emphasis on the importance of atmosphere and 

environment which Fyhr also supports in De mörka labyrinterna (144-48). 

Computer games are also apposite to Fred Bottingôs discussion of trends in 

contemporary Gothic works in ñAftergothic: Consumption, Machines, and 

Black Holes.ò Although Botting only refers to games such as Doom, Silent 

Hill , Resident Evil and Tomb Raider  as part of a larger argument related to 

the ñcultural exhaustionò visible in postmodern Gothic forms (298), he 

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 perspective in ñHands-On Horror.ò Although her 

arguments compare and contrast two particular video games to horror film 

rather than the literary Gothic, Krzywinska makes the significant point that 

the playerôs sense of control, governed formally by how the software has been 

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 

work subversively in video games is presented in Laurie N. Taylorôs 

dissertation, ñNot of Woman Born: Monstrous Interfaces and Monstrosity in 

Video Games.ò Taylor conducts thematic investigations of monsters, 

fractured identities, ruinous spaces, gender and órealô/óunrealô formalism in 

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

terms the ñludic Gothicò (6). Although many of the points made by Botting, 

Krzywinska and Taylor support arguments I make in individual chapters, I 

reference them sparingly as my study more specifically examines the 

remediation of Gothic elements in óspacesô where the tensions related to 

player control are governed textually .33 

Postmodern Developments in Gothic Interactive Fictions  

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

examine there is an increasingly postmodern shift toward the rhetorical use 

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

The postmodern developments I identify in Nevermore , Anchorhead, 

Madam Spiderôs Web and Slouching Towards Bedlam  contribute to 

contemporary Gothic  research that is increasingly concerned with devices of 

form and receptive effects in print fiction. In the last two decades, ñcritical 

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

gothicò has gained momentum (Heiland 185), in part influenced by the 

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

In my study, the playerôs ability to govern the player character provides a 

foundation for examining the relationship between Gothic aesthetics and  

óreception.ô The particulars of these player-player character relationships will 

be examined in detail in each chapter alongside specific intersections of the 

Gothic and postmodernism. However, the formal structures of the 

interactive fictions, as well as the sense of how the playerôs role is configured, 

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 23-24 

and Jenkins 3, 11, 14-16. However, as the works I examine are predominantly textual media forms which are 

explicitly and/or implicitly related to literary Gothic traditions, I 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 I examine reflect Gothic elements which 

correspond to postmodern tendencies toward self-awareness or self-

reflexivity, the indeterminacy of spaces and subjective boundaries, self-

fragmentatio n and occlusion, and recursive narrative structures which are 

also associated with ócybergothic,ô a subgenre which explores the 

vulnerabilities of posthuman subjectivity.   

In chapter one I examine Nate Cullôs Nevermore: An Interactive Gothic. 

As an adaptation of Edgar Allan Poeôs famous poem ñThe Raven,ò 

Nevermore  is inherently a self-aware work in which self-reflexivity  extends 

to the remediated use of the Gothic conventions of óthe unspeakableô and ólive 

burialô which function in Poeôs poem. Gothic works, like postmodern fictions, 

self-consciously ñspeak in other voices and employ techniques that 

undermine the coherent reader-author relationshipò via devices such as 

exaggeration or incoherence (Lloyd-Smith, ñPostmodernism/Gothicismò 13). 

The raven undermines coherence in Poeôs poem by expressing what may be 

perceived as communication to the narrator regarding his loverôs situation in 

an afterlife, a potential communication which is ultimately profoundly 

indeterminate and which, via the anguish it causes, leads to the narratorôs 

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, I con tend that the 

disruptive, self -reflexive poetics of the unspeakable are shifted to óreadingô a 

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 

narratorôs metaphorical live burial in the poem involves a shrinking physical 

space and increasingly supine posture in a single room, the player characterôs 

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 órealityô in the overall setting of the work. Once there, the player 
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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 

ñThe Ravenò and adheres 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 

which the trope of the labyrinth is remediated in Michael Gentryôs 

Anchorhead: An Interactive Gothic , discussed in chapter two. The sense that 

no ñpoint on the map is exactly where or what it seemsò (Punter and Byron 

50) indicates the bewildering uncertainty of the labyrinth, a spatial -

psychological trope distressing to the thinking, seeking human subject. I 

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 or 

concepts. In H. P. Lovecraftôs modernist Gothic fiction epistemological 

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 blurred as the collapsed oppositions within the 

labyrinth do not necessarily óresetô when the character escapes but reflexively 

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 

modernist period) the postmodern Gothic seems ñless able to restore 

boundariesò (Botting, ñAftergothicò 281) for either the player character or the 

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. Whereas Gothic fiction is ñfiction in which the óimplicatedô 

reader is placed in a situation of ambiguity with regard to fears within the 

textò (Punter, The Literature of Terror 2: 183), postmodern Gothic fictions 

such as Anchorhead more overtly enforce ambiguity in the playerôs role by 

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 t hings vital to the text. Such 

fragmentation is essential to the ñthe divisions and doublings of the selfò in 



The Gothic in Contemporary Interactive Fictions  

46  

postmodern Gothic fiction ( Punter and Byron 51). In the fragmented 

narratives produced via traversal of Sara Deeôs Madam Spiderôs Web, which 

I discuss in chapter three, the player characterôs self-fragmentation, 

indicated by the poetics of the uncanny as well as of the Gothic-grotesque, 

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 knowledge of, an anxious state in which ñthe barriers 

between the known and the unknown are teetering on the brink of collapseò 

(Punter, ñThe Uncannyò 130). This is the trope of the uncanny as it functions 

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 

via traversal of the interactive fiction, the player characterôs self-

fragmentation is evident partly in these uncanny memories and partly in the 

form of Madam Spider. I claim that Madam Spider is the player characterôs 

ómonster withinô or monstrous conception of the self, although the arachnid 

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 

to the self, Madam Spiderôs being is intertwined with the 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 linked to the ñcomic grotesqueò and ñthe grotesque as strange and 

uncannyò (Russo 7), an ambivalence which is significant for the player 

characterôs self-fragmentation. Given this ambivalence, the player 

characterôs postmodern sympathy for the monster, ñthe most curious 

development in contemporary Gothicò (Tracy 39), works in conjunction with 

a fear of her. A similar flickering of emotional reactions is designed as part of 

the playerôs role: various types of interaction with the spiderôs ósnackô 

(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 

ówithin.ô 

The playerôs óexperienceô of a work is most evident in Star C. Foster and 

Daniel Ravipintoôs Slouching Towards Bedlam , which I 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 Bedlamôs posthuman construction of 

subjectivity, the player characterôs identity derives from his information-

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 ñwith the interface between humans and their machinesò like 

cyberpunk (from whence the name derives), but which prefers ñtechnologies 

of the timeò to ñcyberneticò technologies examined in cyberpunk (Crandall 

39). However, technologies in the interactive fiction are simul taneously 

cybernetic, like contemporary technology, and ñof the time,ò which indicates 

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-reflexive, with a ñtheoretical self-

awareness of history and fiction as human constructsò (A Poetics of 

Postmodernism 5). In the interactive fiction this explicit constr uction is 

particularly apparent in the interplay between abundant intertextual 

reference to historically ócredibleô details and the fictionalization of those 

same details. Within this construction the threat to posthuman subjectivity 

comes not from the past, 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 

ñfictional precursors like vampiresò (Botting, Gothic 163). The word virus 

which infects and threatens to possess the player character in Slouching 

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

based posthuman subject, yet in conception I argue that it is specifically 

linked to the Victorian, human subject -threatening qualities of Bram 

Stokerôs vampire, Count Dracula. The interactive fiction is thus a prime 

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 pl ayer character and the player, as symptoms of the linguistic 

óinfectionô afflict the graphical user interface. 
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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.  

 



Chapter One:  
Poetics of Destabilization in Edgar Allan 
Poeôs ñThe Ravenò and Nate Cullôs 

Nevermore  

ñEdgar Allan Poe would have loved IFò (Mary Ann Buckles, ñInteractive Fiction as Literatureò). 

As a genre 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 disempowerment and at worst, dissolution. Edgar Allan Poeôs fictional 

characters showcase this progressive destabilization keenly; the reader 

encounters the ñoften disordered mentalitiesò of Poeôs protagonists at 

various stages in their plunge to self-dissolution (Gargano 825). Poeôs most 

famous poem, ñThe Raven,ò published in 1845, features a narrator who 

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 destabilization in ñThe Ravenò are contextualized 

in the conceptual foundations of Poeôs metaphysical philosophy and touted 

poetic trope. Poeôs óphilosophic perspectiveô is defined in Eureka: A Prose 

Poem (Carlson 208-09). In Eureka , Poe describes the conflicting natures of 

spirituality and materiality in all matter and emphasi zes a 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 souls are all men; female characters in Poeôs fiction tend to be 

objectified. Eurekaôs centrality to Poeôs oeuvre has been asserted periodically 

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 . ñThe Ravenò maps the 

anguish of the poetic soul who has lost his spiritual catalyst in the ideal 

Lenore, providing the basis for Poeôs ñmost poetical topic,ò the death of a 

beautiful woman (ñThe Philosophy of Compositionò 680). The emphasis on 

disruption  and loss in these conceptual foundations points toward the 
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ñunmistakable Gothic characteristicsò of the poem (Fisher, ñPoe and the 

Gothic Traditionò 78-79; see Fyhr, De mörka labyrinterna 79; Hogle, ñThe 

Gothic at Our Turn of the Centuryò 157-58). 

Within the poemôs philosophical and aesthetic foundations the Gothic 

conventions of óthe unspeakableô and ólive burialô depict the linguistic and 

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 narratorôs indeterminate dialogue with the bird and ever-shrinking 

environment in the poem, these conventions reinforce Avril Horner and Sue 

Zlosnikôs claim that ñGothic writing always concerns itself with boundaries 

and their instabilitiesò; on the one hand the instability of communication 

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 subj ect disempowerment and eventual 

dissolution in Gothic texts.  

Nate Cullôs interactive fiction Nevermore: An Interactive Gothic  is an 

adaptation of ñThe Raven,ò released in 2000 and available through The 

Interactive Fiction Archive . Cullôs work is a wholly text-based interactive 

fiction in which the player character has a role similar to the narrator of the 

poem. The playerôs perceived goal for most of the interactive fiction is to 

bring the player character in contact with Lenore again, echoing the wishes 

of the narrator in Poeôs poem. This imaginative response to and development 

of a central issue in ñThe Ravenò provides a context for the question of how 

the Gothic conventions which restrict the narrator function in the interactive 

fiction. As an adaptation  of ñThe Ravenò and a self-titled Gothic work, does 

Nevermore employ the generic conventions which elucidate the characterôs 

emotional conflict in Poeôs poem? If so, how do the unspeakable and live 

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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elements in ñThe Ravenò addressed and/or reworked in Nevermore?  To 

investigate these questions, this chapter presents a comparative in-depth 

analysis of Edgar Allan Poeôs ñThe Ravenò and Nate Cullôs Nevermore .  

Nevermore provides an interpretation of Poeôs poem which amplifies 

Gothic elements so that they are relevant for the player character and 

simulated in the playerôs role. The basis for this amplification lies in the 

workôs digital poetics, which includes an overt emphasis on the process of 

player character embodiment. In contrast to the textual poetics of the poem, 

Nevermoreôs digital poetics involves many of the same 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 playerôs role in traversal and as narrative(s) 

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 ófigureô who functions as an interface between the player and the 

simulated world. This embodiment is important because with most 

interactive fiction it ñis often the case that the player character and 

environment fit together in an essential wayò such that it is sometimes 

difficult to discern  between them (Montfort, ñFretting the Player Characterò 

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 playerôs ability to knowingly óinhabitô the player character 

at key moments in traversal. These restrictions simulate the unspeakable and 

live burial in the playerôs role, a conceit which functions alongside Gothic 

effects for the player character to indicate the manner in which Nevermore 

interprets ñThe Raven.ò 

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

artistic and philosophic principles which guide ñThe Raven.ò This reliance is 

evident in the interactive fictionôs textual output as well as programmed 

allowances and restrictions in the playerôs role. In addition, the Gothic 
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conventions of the unspeakable and live burial which illustrate metaphysical 

barriers for Poeôs narrator are shifted in Nevermore to block player character 

embodiment and restrict strategies used in traversal. While destabilization in 

ñThe Ravenò is seen in the narratorôs dissolution, the boundaries to traversal 

created by the unspeakable and live burial in Nevermore lead to a complex 

dissolution in the playerôs órelationshipô to the player character. The poetics 

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 and player. The playerôs unbalanced 

relationship to  the player character simulates the Gothic ambivalence of 

Poeôs poem. 

Poeôs Philosophy and its Spatial Manifestation in 

Nevermore  

The ideological basis of ñThe Ravenò is adapted into the environment of 

Nevermore  both in terms of textual representation and  interactions which 

are part of traversal. Any examination of Poeôs oeuvre will uncover his 

metaphysical beliefs, though it is perhaps his poetry which is best 

interpreted with his philosophic perspective in mind (Wilbur, ñElanoraò 

140). In ñThe Raven,ò the conflicting spiritual and material quality of all 

matter in dispersion and the spiritual unity which follows is implied as the 

frame for the narratorôs emotional spiral downward. A similar frame is 

constructed in Nevermore , where the player encounters direct quotations 

from Poeôs poem within an environment braided with physical associations 

and spiritual animism. This context is colored by the player characterôs loss, 

amplified by two different sets of room descriptions which help define the 

player characterôs past and present relationship to the setting. Through 

exploration of the environment in both its standard and órememberedô 

forms, the player is encouraged to embody the player 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 the ñre-constitution of the purely  Spiritual and 

Individua l Godò (583, original emphasis). Whereas God is the initial and 

final agent of spiritual will in Poeôs universal cycle, the poetic soul, a 

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 ñangelic knowledgeò and ñseparate and local acts of 

creationò (252). In other words, via the power of imagination.  

The emotional crisis in ñThe Ravenò is nested in this philosophy, 

apparent even in a contemporaneous review by George Pope Morris which 

asserts the ñshadowy and indistinct implied resemblance of the material and 

immaterial throughoutò (225). With Lenoreôs body gone her soul has 

rejoined a growing spiritual unity or ñdistant Aidenn,ò which is a recurring 

term Poe uses for his blend of Eden and Heaven (Poe, ñThe Ravenò line 93; 

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 gathering 

spiritual unity (Poe, ñThe Ravenò lines 8, 79-81; see Fisher, ñPoe, Edgar 

Allanò 174). With this perception of the bird the narrator commands:  

ñBy that Heaven that bends above usðby that God we both adoreð 
Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the  distant Aidenn,  
It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels name Lenoreðò (92-94) 

The raven responds in its usual fashion with what the narrator perceives as 

ónevermore,ô and in so doing causes the narrator great distress (96-101). If 

the birdôs response is a mindful reply, its negative answer does not deny the 

possibility of unification asserted in Eureka, merely the narratorôs ignorance 

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 thought; there is no ñóbalm in Gileadôò for 

the narrator in the meantime because Lenore is lost for eternity (Poe, ñThe 

Ravenò line 89). 
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The themes of conflict and loss resonate strongly in Nevermoreôs 

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 ñThe Ravenò prefaces the start of the interactive fiction and further 

quotations from the poem, often depicting the narratorôs sorrow or isolation, 

appear in boxes at the top of the screen when the player explores certain 

rooms for the first time. For example, entering the Bedroom prompts ñ[b]ut 

the silence was unbroken, and the darkness gave no token, / And the only 

word there spoken was the whispered word, óLenore!ôò (Poe, ñThe Ravenò 

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 del ineate contact with a physical body. For instance, 

the Portico is ñworn by countless centuries of forgotten feet,ò and the desk 

once owned by the player characterôs father is described as a ñrelic from 

Byzantine days, [. . .] the first piece of furniture y ou touched as a childò 

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

animism that infuses it. The stonework in the Study ñbroods alone, as it has 

for centuries.ò Matter formed as a living shape seems to be alive, as is clear 

from ódreaming demonô qualities ascribed to the gargoyles on the four-poster 

bed in the Bedroom (see Poe, ñThe Ravenò line 105) and the implied shame 

of the player character when looking the bust of Pallas Athena ñin the faceò 

after the events leading to Lenoreôs disappearance (Study). Even the tower 

where the player character is represented to live is detailed from an exterior 

perspective as ña thing of stone, not alive yet not quite deadò (On the Tower). 

Together, the box quotations and room descriptions depict the player 

characterôs lonely situation as the sole survivor in the environment. Since 

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.34 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 ver y clear goal for the player, many contemporary works, 

including Anchorhead, Madam Spiderôs Web and Slouching Towards Bedlam  only imply particular goals, if 

that, as the player traverses them.  
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Nevermore  further emphasizes the player characterôs emotional response 

to the environment through the visions produced from the use of a narcotic 

substance, a common theme in Poeôs oeuvre. Like the room descriptions, the 

effect of directing the player character to use peyote reinforces Nevermoreôs 

connection to Poeôs fiction while providing indirect and direct guidance for 

the player who is increasingly encouraged to embody the player character. 

Peyote is not found in Poeôs narratives but hallucinatory substances like it 

produce visions intermingled with memory for some of his char acters. For 

example, in the short story ñLigeia,ò the narratorôs opium dreams of the 

deceased Ligeia coincide with intense memories of her (169, 170-71). 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 ñlookò command) and a ópeyote visionô which is 

output after the player character is directed to eat peyote. The peyote visions 

represent player character memories of Lenore or other events from each 

room. For instance, the standard description of the Bedroom as ñbleak with 

loss [. . .] for there will be no more Lenore to share your dreams and wake 

you gently in the morningò is contrasted with the peyote vision where 

ñLenore lies on the bed, smiling up at you. Her eyes beckon like rare sunlight 

[ . . . .]ò (Bedroom). This ódoublingô of the room descriptions provides a back 

story depicting both the loversô happy life together as well as the current 

bleak situation for the player character. In add ition, the player may learn of 

the faulty alchemical ritual which caused Lenoreôs seemingly fatal 

disappearance: 

Lenore stands by your side, trembling. You draw the remaining sigils and 
position the vessels correctly. A darkness ascends from the pit; the invocation 
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 the player a more complete sense of 

the loss as well as the guilt embedded in the player characterôs environment. 

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 

Lenoreôs remembered utterances. For the player, these peyote visions 
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encourage player character embodiment as the primary means to determine 

what to do in traversal of the interactive fiction.  

Both ñThe Ravenò and Nevermore  highlight the  systemic relationship 

between setting and protagonist/ player character. The readerôs desire to 

understand this dynamic in the poem parallels the playerôs need to gather 

information about the player characterôs condition and situation in the 

interactive fi ction. However, whereas the readerôs investigation fosters 

ongoing interpretation, the playerôs investigation, while also fostering 

interpretation, further determines the most fruitful moves to forward 

traversal. As Nick Montfort suggests for all text -based interactive fiction, 

understanding the player characterôs relationship to the simulated world  

affects the way the player ñreads and interprets the text that is producedò 

through traversal (ñFretting the Player Characterò 141). In Nevermore , the 

playerôs interaction with the player characterôs environment creates a 

foundation for knowing how to guide the player character while asserting the 

adaptationôs connection to the original. Despite the small differences in the 

situations in the poem and the interact ive fiction, the material/spiritual 

environment and drug -induced visions in Nevermore function to provide the 

player with what Linda Hutcheon describes as the ñótruth-of-

correspondenceôò between the óworldô of the interactive fiction and the 

óworldô indicated in Poeôs poem (A Theory of Adaptation 14). The playerôs 

efforts to embody the player character are therefore also informed by 

knowledge about Poeôs poem, his metaphysical philosophy and so forth. 

óTruth -of-correspondenceô is also visible generically in  the 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 

protagonist in Horace Walpoleôs originating eighteenth-century narrative 

(Clery xv). To a lesser degree, space is shown to reflect character psychology, 

as is apparent in Patricia Dunckerôs claim that the ñGothic gives incestuous 

desire a local habitation and a nameò in her discussion of Angela Carterôs 

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 
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view, a characterôs physical and/or  communicative confinement  represent(s) 

psychological confinement. Two barrier -centered conventions which are 

frequently discussed are ólive burialô and óthe unspeakable,ô overlapping 

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. 35 In her seminal work The Coherence of Gothic 

Conventions, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick bases these conventions in the 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 lo ver[. . . .] While the three main 
elements (whatôs inside, whatôs outside, and what separates them) take on the 
most varied guises, the terms of the relationship are immutable[. . . .] [T]he 
lengths there are to go to reintegrate the sundered elementsðfinally, the 
impossibility of restoring them to their original oneness ðare the most 
characteristic energies of the Gothic[. . . .] (12-13) 

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 selfôs óinnerô material, such as the one put forth in Poeôs 

philosophy . For example, the unspeakable is threatening because it hinders 

the cornerstone function of br inging things from oneôs inner self to the 

outside world via articulation, an action which Charles Taylor describes as 

essential to ñbeings with inner depthsò (Sources of the Self 390, x). Live 

burial also represents a blockage at the corporeal boundary between 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 MacAndrew 108-48  and Mass®, ñPsychoanalysis 

and the Gothic.ò With a posthuman construction of subjectivity these conventions function differently, as is 

explained in chapter four.  
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34-35).36 Sedgwickôs argument is in keeping with contemporary Gothic 

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 ñvaried guisesò of the narrative elements involved, 

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 comparative analysis of ñThe Ravenò 

and Nevermore . 

Speaking (and Reading) the Unspeakable  

While in ñThe Ravenò the unspeakable sheds light 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 playerôs ability to 

effectively traverse the work. The altered function of the unspeakable is most 

apparent in two instances of central narrative importance in ñThe Ravenò 

which are remediated into situations where the playerôs actions may 

profoundly affect t raversal in Nevermore. In the first instance the narratorôs 

dialogue with the raven is mirrored in the playerôs work in commanding the 

player character to óreadô the books in the interactive fiction. In the second 

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 

the narratorôs uncertain óconversationô with the raven or the playerôs 

experience when the player character óreadsô the alchemical texts in 

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 Sedgwickôs work in this area, see 

Wolfreys xvi  and Horner and Zlosnik  3.  
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traversal. In ñThe Raven,ò the narratorôs initial separation from Lenore is 

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 birdôs replies to 

the extent that he feels permanently separated from this pleasant future. In 

Nevermore , the books containing instructions for the central alchemical 

ritual puzzle prove challenging to óread.ô Whereas these challenges seem to 

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 playerôs ability to embody the player character. 

A prime factor in the tension between the narrator and the raven in Poeôs 

poem is the ambiguity of the birdôs single-word vocabulary. The reader 

wonders, does the raven understand the narratorôs demands and respond 

with the truth, or are the ill -omened birdôs replies merely empty mimicry? 

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 narratorôs separation from Lenore, as well as his inner turmoil 

about whether he will see her again. The poemôs energy then, derives from 

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: 

ñUnspeakable,ò [. . .] is a favorite Gothic word, sometimes meaning no more 
than ñdreadful,ò sometimes implying a range of reflections on language. The 
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 ñPostmodernism/Gothicism.ò In an extreme form, the unspeakable may be used to question 

the essential efficacy of language in the face of what Mighall describes as ñterrors that defy descriptionò 185. 
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Illegible 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 ñThe Raven.ò The ódialogueô the narrator has with the raven thus 

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 Sedgwickôs discussion of Thomas De Quincey and Jorge Luis 

Borges, what tyrannizes the narrator ñis the inalienable conviction that there 

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 transparent medium for a ómeaningôò 

(52). The ambiguity of the ravenôs replies torments the narrator doubly: 

either there is communication and the narrator will not see Lenore again or 

the ravenôs replies lack intentional meaning and the narrator is kept 

vacillating in metaphysical uncertainty by the ñnever flitting,ò eternally 

present raven (Poe, ñThe Ravenò line 103). The barrier of the unspeakable is 

absolute in that it is ñbreached only at the cost of violence and deepened 

separateness,ò often resulting in death (Sedgwick 16). Although the 

narratorôs efforts to breach the barrier fail in the poem, his recognition of its 

everlasting hindrance leads to his quasi-dead inertia, trapped under the 

shadow of the raven (Poe, ñThe Ravenò lines 107-08).  

The birdôs potentially meaningless utterances in ñThe Ravenò are 

remediated into the complexity of interacting with the books which provide 

fundamental instructions for how to complete the alchemical ritual puzzle in 

Nevermore. Despite the disparity between the ravenôs single-ówordô 

vocabulary and the abundant information in the alchemical texts, the 

correlation I assert between bird and books derives from their cornerstone 

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

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

on obtaining and understanding languageðhighly 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 

through an ordeal which shares an affinity with the narratorôs dilemma with 

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 Paul OôBrian criticizes this aspect of 

Nevermore, noting that ñnot only can you never be sure if youôve obtained all 

the information you need, you have to perform the same command over and 

over again, wading through dull repetitions of already -printed informationò 

(OôBrian, ñ2000 Competition Game Reviewsò; see Stevens, Rev. 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 discovered echo the narratorôs depicted 

frustration with the ravenôs possibly random, meaningless replies in the 

poem and emphasize the shift of focus from character to player. However, as 

part of this shift, the absolute barrier to communication in ñThe Ravenò is 

not wholly reproduced in the playerôs interaction with 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 ) as well 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 lonely 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 the playerôs attempt to progress in traversal and the player 

characterôs represented abilities and motivation creates an unspeakable rift 

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. of Nevermore ), the 

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

be seen as the basis for simulating the unspeakable in the playerôs role.  

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 synonyms such as ókingô and óqueenô are 

used in place of ógoldô and ósilverô in a system that represents the spiritual 

and material quality of all matter. This encryption, including a further 

connotation of óqueenô to ómoon,ô is indicated by three of the statements 

which may be obtained from Principia Caelestium Mysterioru m: 

ñThe Messenger; He glideth Quickly between the Greater Gods and Bindeth 
them, as doth his Earthly Substance move with Swiftness and imitate the 
Moon.ò 

ñThe Moon is the Queen; Hers the Metal that Shineth with Pale Light, and 
Accompanieth the King in all His doings.ò 

ñThe Sun is the Great King of all Gods; His is the Royal Metal, that Endureth 
and doth not Corrupt.ò 

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 quasi-parables. 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 characterôs Laboratory. While this work is 

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 ho w to utilize that information  

correctly to perform the alchemical ritual ða process which includes vetting 



Chapter One: Poetics of Destabilization in ñThe Ravenò and Nevermore 

63  

statements which are not relevant to the ritual at all ðthe player character is 

depicted as already having done all of this work. The player 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 to as interactive fictionôs inherent 

ófrustration aesthetics.ô Douglass describes the disorienting gap between 

what the player character and the player know as a key part of this aesthetic, 

and implies that the manner in which this ñdisorientationò is configured in a 

work may relate to generic aesthetics (ñCommand Linesò 235, 231). In 

Nevermore, the knowledge gap which restricts the playerôs ability to embody 

the player character indicates the absolute barrier of the unspeakable. Had 

Nevermore been programmed without the back story that shows the player 

characterôs knowledge and experience of alchemy, or 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 of the unspeakable in the narratorôs exchanges with the bird in 

ñThe Ravenò signifies a metaphysical crisis for the character: attempting to 

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 playerôs relationship to information and placed instead on the playerôs 

connection to the player character. Potential benefits derived from the prior 

informa tion 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 embodimentðdeveloped in the 

course of solving the difficult ritual puzzle ðis eventually blocked again when 

the player meets Lenore. 

The Two Lenores: Absent and Unexpected  

As a foundation for the narratorôs angst, Lenoreôs absence is ironically a 

presence in the atmosphere in ñThe Raven.ò The paradox of her absent 

presence is linguistically mediated in the saying of her name, which is 
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uttered at least six times by the narrator af ter his vow that it not be spoken 

(Poe, ñThe Ravenò lines 28-29, 82-83, 94-95). Lenoreôs essence remains but 

the catalytic supernatural beauty she represents to the narrator cannot be 

addressed or employed, which restricts the narrator from achieving 

imaginative release. The unspeakable barrier caused by the ravenôs 

utterances is built upon this more crucial barrier. In contrast, in Nevermore 

Lenore speaks in the haunting peyote memories of the player character and 

then appears as a non-player 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 ñThe Raven,ò the narratorôs separation from the unseen and unheard 

Lenore fuels his spiral into dissolution. Within Poeôs philosophic perspective 

Lenore represents ñsupernatural beautyò and, while alive, had a catalytic 

ability to help the poetic soul escape from the physical world (Wilbur, 

ñHouse of Poeò 259). Lenoreôs absence is tragic not for the female characterôs 

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 

ñThe Philosophy of Compositionò by describing soul-elevating beauty not as 

a quality of the female object but as an effect in the male observer (678). The 

death of a beautiful woman is, for Poe, ñthe most poetical topic in the worldò 

precisely because it reveals deathôs ultimate power over the male poetic 

imagination (680). In effect, the character of Lenore is only significant as an 

extension of the narrator, not as a separate entity. In ñPoeôs Feminine Ideal,ò 

Karen Weeks asserts this hierarchical link when she describes Lenore as a 

ñtabula rasa  on which the lover inscribes his own needsò (150, original 

italics). Despite her enveloping proximity in the poem as its ñatmosphereò 

and ñessenceò (Poe, ñThe Philosophy of Compositionò 678), Lenore cannot be 

seen or heard. As an extension of the narrator her absence is keenly felt but 

cannot be addressed. This insurmountable barrier is the foundation of Poeôs 

ñmost poetical topicò and illustrates the Gothic convention of the 

unspeakable.   

In Nevermore, Lenoreôs initial absence is also portrayed as the source of 

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 ñyou now have a chance to reverse the disaster you causedò harkens 

back to Lenoreôs demise in the previous alchemical ritual, seen in a peyote 

vision (Stairs in Cliff). W hen the player looks at Lenoreôs portrait the player 

character is represented to be examining ñwhatðif tonight you fail ðyou have 

lost foreverò (Gallery). Finally, directing the player to cut the portrait (a step 

in the ritual puzzle) prompts the question: ñwhat price is not worth paying, 

to reclaim your love?ò (Gallery). Despite this comparative (narrative)  

trajectory in the poem and the interactive fiction, Lenore is more of a 

separate entity in the interactive fiction than in ñThe Raven,ò both in her 

depiction in the peyote visions (where she speaks and pursues personal 

interests) and as a non-player 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. 

Lenoreôs appearance there and the effect of her spoken statements are 

qualified by the Courtyardôs situation at the end of traversal. Interacting with 

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 non-player character object with the ólifeô 

property, Lenoreôs manner of speech most directly resembles the 

information delivery involved in reading the alchemical books. 39 When the 

commands ñaskò or ñtellò are used to initiate a conversation with Lenore 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 follow-up comments 

from the player character, dialogue is impossible. Any answers or responses 

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 

inseparable, Lenoreôs random pronouncements, though emotional, seem out 

of sync with expected emotional intensity of the loverôs reunion (Courtyard). 

                                                             
39 In the Inform 6 authoring system used to create Nevermore, an object with the ólifeô property may receive 

ñperson-to-personò actions such as the commands óask,ô ótell,ô ókiss,ô and so forth, according to Firth and 

Kesserich 267. 
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As with the alchemical texts, the unresponsive, one-way nature of Lenoreôs 

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 rather to the playerôs ability to 

affect how informat ion is obtained. The non-player characterôs programmed 

random replies enforce the unspeakable by restricting the player from 

embodying the player character in the verbal exchange with the Lenore.  

The playerôs embodiment of the player character is further destabilized by 

the content of Lenoreôs remarks and whom she addresses. While not 

encrypted like the information in the alchemical texts, many comments are 

nonetheless ambiguous. Lenore whispers that ñó[t]ime flies [. . .] [o]n ravenôs 

wings,ôò and confesses to being afraid of something which is not readily 

discernible (Courtyard). For the player to determine the substance of these 

and other statements they must be cross-referenced, a task which is 

noticeably easier than it was with the alchemical texts due to the smaller 

number of phrases and their less obscure meaning. Still, Lenoreôs 

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 is implied to be 

known to the player character but which the player must work to decipher.  

Lenoreôs comments about completing the alchemical ritual threaten the 

playerôs understanding of the goal of the interactive fiction because 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 

ñdozens of steps and fairly precise actionsò (OôBrian, ñ2000 Competition 

Game Reviewsò). Admittedly, finding Lenore is an achievement since that 

goal has increasingly served as the playerôs motivation up to this point. 

Nonetheless, Lenoreôs utterances point toward further action, dispelling the 

idea of the Courtyard as a rewarding ñAidennò and invalidating the assumed 

goal. Statements such as ñó[y]ou must choose,ôò ñó[t]here are two of us [. . .] 

[a]nd but one fruitôò and ñóI wish it were not so,ôò indicate that the Courtyard 

is the final stage in the alchemical process, as symbolized by the tree and its 

fruit. This arbor philosophorum or tree of life serves as ñan outward and 

visible signò of the alchemical process; an alchemical scholar such as the 

player character should know that it i s only via interaction with the tree ðin 

this case eating its fruitðthat the true goal of alchemy may be accomplished 
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(St. Armand, ñPoeôs óSober Mystification,ôò 2-3; see Jung 302-08). Lenoreôs 

statements, impossible to respond to or question, suggest that the playerôs 

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 they reveal the disunity between the playerôs 

perceived purpose and the player characterôs apparently withheld goal.  

The player characterôs goal, not likely to be understood until the player 

reaches the Courtyard, extends beyond restoring Lenore. The player 

character is represented as a life-long alchemical scholar who has inherited 

this proclivity from his father. In one memory from the player characterôs 

childhood, the player characterôs father is described as ñpouring over obscure 

booksò (Study). 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 fatherôs 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 player characterôs ñsecret labor and craftò in the 

Laboratory that alchemy has long been an applied  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 question: ñó[t]here were two trees [. . .] [i]n Eden. 

Which have you chosen?ôò (Courtyard). While the player character appears to 

have had the power to determine the treeôs quality, the player has no 

knowledge about the tree from the interactive fiction except what Lenoreôs 

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, ñó[f]orever [. . .] [i]s it so long?ôò and the veiled 

assertion ñó[y]ou are my Resurrection [. . .] [a]nd my Immortalityôò 

(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 of the 

final choice. In essence, Lenore speaks to a player character who has 

knowledge which is never communicated to the player and whose goals are 

only hazily glimpsed. The playerôs ability to embody the player character and 

complete the interactive ficti on with a sense of accomplishment at this point 

is weak. The manner and content of Lenoreôs speech develops this 

unspeakable disempowerment in the playerôs role just prior to the final move 

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 in Nevermore is that 

the effect of the player characterôs unspeakable alteration works in tandem 

with restrictions configured in the playerôs role in the Courtyard.40 The 

playerôs sense of accomplishment from traversing the interactive fiction is 

destabilized by the abrupt change in goals, disrupted by the alchemical 

knowledge that the player character ówithheldô and thwarted by Lenoreôs 

divisive utterances. These factors call into question the playerôs 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 playerôs role 

in a Gothic manner. Even though the playerôs final position seems to 

resemble the narratorôs disempowered uncertainty in ñThe Raven,ò this is 

not simply a shift from  destabilizing a literary character to destabilizing óthe 

player.ô Rather, 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. 

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

a return to órealityô for the player, it is not surprising that Gothic effects are combined in the ending to produce 

an uncertain sense of closure. Similar Gothic ending twists, also in isolated locations and involving limitations 

in the playerôs role, occur in complete traversals of Anchorhead and Madam Spiderôs Web.  



Chapter One: Poetics of Destabilization in ñThe Ravenò and Nevermore 

69  

Live Burialôs Modern Poetics  

At the end of ñThe Raven,ò the narrator, trapped on the floor of his room, is 

forcibly constricted in a manner which metaphorically represents live burial. 

Live burial is a recurring concern for characters in Poeôs fiction (Salomon 42, 

Royle 159, Punter and Byron 285) and it is relevant that it occurs in ñThe 

Ravenò at the end of the poem, as endings in Poeôs work are particularly 

known for their hermeneutical  significance (Gargano 824-25). The 

concluding image of live burial in the poem crystallizes the uncertainty of the 

narratorôs exchange with the raven and suggests a dissolutive effect on the 

soul of the narrator. Nevermoreôs two endings amplify the ambiguous 

relevance of the conclusion of ñThe Ravenò in that they individually and 

collectively óconcludeô the interactive fiction in an indeterminate manner. In 

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, live burial constricts the configured abilities of the playerôs role, 

stripping the player of the exploratory and manipulative power exercised 

previously in traversal. I n such circumscribed circumstances the playerôs 

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 constructs, ñThe Ravenò is a poem about 

increasing containment.  This containment, which is visible in other Poe 

fictions, is significant as it reflects the vulnerabilities of the subject presented 

in Poeôs philosophical perspective. Richard Wilbur contends that Poe ñsees 

the poetic soul as at war with the mundane physical world,ò a war which is 

simultaneously fought against the ñearthly  condition of his soulò (ñHouse of 

Poeò 258, ñPoe and the Art of Suggestionò 161-62). In Russian doll fashion, 

the soul is trapped within a physical body which is trapped within the 

physical world. According to Wilbur, everything Poe wrote relates to ñthese 

conflictsò (ñHouse of Poeò 259); in some narratives the poetic soul manages 

to dream himself free of his physical body and the material world (267), in 

other works, such as ñThe Raven,ò the poetic soulôs failure in this endeavor is 

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 ña cushioned seat in front of bird, and bust and doorò (Poe, 

ñThe Ravenò line 68), which confines his space further. By the end of the 

poem he is immobile, his soul oppressed by the shadow of the raven that has 

become a fixture in the room (107-08).  



The Gothic in Contemporary Interactive Fictions  

70  

Within much Gothic fiction and Poeôs philosophic perspective the soulôs 

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, pr eclude the potential of spiritual escape. Increasing physical 

confinement implies such a threat, as is evident in the narratorôs growing 

anguish in ñThe Raven.ò The Gothic convention of live burial depicts the 

poetics of oppressive spaces such as ñunderground passages,ò ñterrible 

prisonsò and ñhermetic rooms,ò 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, stifled, oppressed from all sides (27). In Poeôs poem, qualities such 

as the emphasis on mourning, the reference to the final month in the year, 

the ghosts of the dying embers, the headstone-like bust of Athena and the 

inert final position of the narrator ma ke the setting a metaphorical live burial 

space (ñThe Ravenò lines 7, 8, 41, 104, 107-08). However, the penetrative 

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 narratorôs call for the raven to ñó[t]ake thy beak from 

out my heartôò (101). Despite the critical nature of this breach the soul of the 

narrator is still unthreatened. When the raven permeates the inner  boundary 

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

illustrates the totality of spiritual oppression: the ravenôs shadow ñlies 

floating  on the floorò and the narratorôs soul cannot escape its dark 

envelopment (106-08, my emphasis). Merged with it s 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 the playerôs actions there function in a 

similar manner to the final stanzas in Poeôs poem to configure the poetics of 

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 Laboratory and fall ñinto an infinity of 
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darknessò before appearing again in an ñairy courtyard, here within the 

foundations of the towerò (Brink of the Pit, Courtyard). 41 Once in the 

Courtyard, the player discovers that there are no standard exits from the 

room; the only way to óleaveô is by making a choice which ends the interactive 

fiction. In these  respects the Courtyard reflects the immobilizing quality of 

the live burial space, which requires ñactive violence on the one hand, active 

magic on the other [. . .] for the instant  of moving out of or moving into the 

dungeonò (Sedgwick 22). For the player, the ñactive magicò in this case is the 

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 choice produces ñactive violenceò in that it is shown to 

kill one of the characters and also results in a termination of the playerôs role 

(as the simulation ends). The Courtyard is thus a highly restricted room 

which strips the playerôs role of exploratory allowances utilized previously. 

Alongside the abrupt restriction to movement, the playerôs loss of 

potentially helpful inventory items further limits the playerôs role and 

precludes the playerôs ability to rely on earlier traversal tactics. In the 

metaphor of burial an individualôs personal effects are removed; in the 

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 ðwhich may have seemed irrelevant 

to the player in the initial difficult reading session(s)ðpertain to the 

situation in the Courtyard and could help the player make an informed 

choice.42 With the core strategies of exploration and item use curtailed, the 

playerôs agency in the Courtyard is severely restricted to prompting Lenore to 

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 

                                                             
41 For discussings which describe the abyss as a recurring image as well as destination for the characters in 

Poeôs fiction, see Wilbur, ñThe House of Poeò and Mooney, ñPoeôs Gothic Waste Land.ò  
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 to the command to ócut fruitô: ñYou would need to find some kind of blade first.ò 

Ironically, and in keeping with the self -destructive traits of many Poe characters, the knife is missing here not 

because it has been ómagicallyô removed with the other inventory items but because it was destroyed in the 

process of completing the alchemical ritual puzzle.  
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traversal techniques. This extreme restriction in the playerôs role, 

represented via the player characterôs own limitations, indicates a physical  

facet of the ófrustration aestheticsô which Douglass attributes to interactive 

fiction (ñCommand Linesò 235). Conversely, Tanya Krzywinska argues that 

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 confi gured is unique to individual works. As it 

is an adaptation of Poeôs ñThe Raven,ò Nevermore  configures live burial 

significantly at the end of the work, in conjunction with the unspeakable. In 

the concluding scenario in the interactive fiction,  in conjunct ion with the 

barrier to player character embodiment created by Lenoreôs unspeakable 

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 life. Lenoreôs comments indicate that eating the apple will 

separate the player character and Lenore forever, in that one of them will 

achieve resurrection or immortality. However, the  playerôs disempowered 

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 playerôs evaluative criteria beyond just the 

interactive fiction. As the separation of the player character and Lenore is 

faithful to the essence of ñThe Ravenò and given the high degree of allusion 

to Poeôs work as well as the direct quotations from the poem which appear 

periodically during traversal,  it is likely that the player will weigh the two 

options in light of the characters in Poeôs poem. Hutcheon notes that when 

we experience a work as an adaptation, we allow the adapted text ñto 

oscillate in our memories,ò so that ñwe inevitably fill in any gaps in the 

adaptation with information from the adapted textò (A Theory of Adaptation 

121). As with the final choice in Nevermore , the playerôs previous difficulties 

with óreadingô the alchemical texts and talking to Lenore may have also led 

the player to attempt to resolve those ñgapsò with information from Poeôs 

poem. Although alchemical concepts are explored directly and indirectly in 

Poeôs Gothic fiction and females who óreturn from the deadô are also 

prominent  (see St. Armand, ñPoeôs óSober Mystificationôò; Fisher, ñPoe, 
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Edgar Allanò), these thematic 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 playerôs decision may be relevantly 

contextualized within knowledge of Poeôs philosophic perspective (which 

provides the basis for ñThe Ravenò), his death-of-a-beautiful -woman trope, a 

contemporary desire to óredeemô Lenore and/or an awareness of the 

importance of ambiguous endings in Poeôs fiction. This larger intertextual 

basis is partly encouraged because once the final choice is madeðand the 

player is very likely to be aware that it is the final move in the workðthe 

player is no longer able to affect the interactive fiction; the final replies are 

not evaluated in terms of their v alue 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 

seemingly dies. This ending most strongly reflects Poeôs philosophical and 

artistic principles with regard to the function of Lenore. Like her 

supernaturally beautiful namesake, Lenore in Nevermore  is the inspiration 

behind the player characterôs quest for immortality. Unlike her namesake, 

Lenoreôs absence in the interactive fiction is shown, in a peyote vision, to be 

the player characterôs fault (Brink of the Pit). This suggests her greater 

alignment to other Poe narratives where ñprotagonist-artistsò seemingly 

ñómurderô their beloved and lovely women, who already resemble works of 

art, in order to further their perfection as objects de virtuò (Moldenhauer 

294, original italics; see Bronfen 71). Indeed, Lenoreôs status as a work of art 

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 response to ñBeauty [. . .]  in its supreme developmentò (Poe, ñThe 

Philosophy of Compositionò 678). In addition, as her name is categorized 

with ñlifeò and ñloveò as one of the three words of supernatural entreaty 

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 player characterôs quest for immortality. In the 

Courtyard, no longer absent from the player character, Lenore once again 

functions as a catalyst for the player characterôs goal. Despite his previous 

fatal negligence she encourages his quest for immortality in statements like 

ñó[r]emember meôò and ñó[i]f only you could stay,ôò which hint at her 
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willingness to be sacrificed and suggest his continued existence elsewhere. 

When the player character óeatsô the apple the player reads that ñthe colour 

fades from [Lenoreôs] cheeks, she sighs once, and sags limply into your armsò 

(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 

the player characterôs immortality asserts the hierarchy of the male-female 

relationship in Poeôs death-of-a-beautiful -woman trope. 

The player characterôs represented experience in this scenario 

thematically aligns itself with the narratorôs ending in Poeôs poem. Prior to 

commanding it, this choice might appear to represent a positive reworking of  

the ending of ñThe Ravenò to the player. However, there is a dehumanizing 

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 worldôs 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 Lenoreôs sweet face - nevermore. (Courtyard)  

In this brand of immortality, the player characterôs disinterest in time, lack 

of concern for others, apathy for great developments and sorrow for the loss 

of Lenore all correspond to the limbo of the narrator at the end of ñThe 

Raven.ò The mobility of the player character in this passage is a contrast to 

the narratorôs immobile submersion but does not detract from the shared 

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 

hierarchy of Poeôs poetic and philosophical paradigms. The final text output 

from the interactive fiction details the charactersô outcomes: 

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 you[. . . .] She flings her arms 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 ï nevermore. *** You 
have achieved Resurrection ***. (Courtyard, original emphasis)  
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This ending is not beneficial to Lenore but reads more like a punishment, 

made all the more unjust in view of the player characterôs unexplained 

resurrection. The suffering of the female counterpart while the male 

character escapes any narrative judgment unquestionably shows an affinity 

with several Poe narratives. The player characterôs chance to óstart overô also 

alludes to the cyclical process of Poeôs philosophic perspective, where 

ñ[u]niversal agglomeration and dissolutionò is equal to ñcreation and 

irradiationò so that the process is of ña novel Universe swelling into existence 

and then subsiding into nothingness, at every throb of the Heart Divineò 

(Poe, Eureka  582). The ñHeart Divineò which controls this cycle is the poetic 

soulôs, or as Poe puts it, it  ñis our ownò (582, original emphases). The player 

character in this ending approaches Poeôs  conception of the subject with a 

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 and completed via acts of 

imagination.  

Nevermoreôs endings leave the 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 playerôs role 

just prior to the conclusion and the narrative implications of the final replies. 

The poetics of live burial are apparent in the restrictions to the playerôs role 

which preclude the playerôs ability to use exploration or item manipulation 

as strategies for traversal in the isolated environment of the Courtyard. The 

simulated effects of live burial work in tandem with the player characterôs 

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 playerôs role is thus constrained with the player character and 

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 Poeôs ñThe Raven.ò 
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The Poetics  of Destabilization  

The playerôs participatory reception of Nate Cullôs interactive fiction 

Nevermore: An Interactive Gothic  involves a refiguring of the essential 

concepts in Edgar Allan Poeôs ñThe Raven.ò The poemôs foundation on the 

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 depict the metaphors which engender the narratorôs dilemma in 

the poem as well as the playerôs mirrored difficulties in traversing the 

interactive fiction. Still, the destabilization revealed by the unspeakable and 

live burial in Nevermore  diverges from the metaphysical crisis illustrated in 

ñThe Raven.ò Absolute boundaries impel the narratorôs dissolution in the 

poem while hindrances to traversal strategies and player character 

embodiment restrict the playerôs ability to exercise informed agency and are 

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

The poetics of these conventions in Nevermore  indicate that while the 

playerôs sense of a loss of control may be significant for how a work simulates 

Gothic effects, the fashion in which control is restricted is variable and may 

reinforce the artistic elements of a particular work. As protagonists in Poeôs 

fiction are known for their splintered, disordered personalities, it is fitting 

that Cullôs adaptation of ñThe Ravenò configures an uncertain split in the 

playerôs relationship to the player character. While the restrictive poetics of 

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 playerôs formal relationship to the player 

character in manner which alludes to the unbalanced personality which the 

narrator in ñThe Ravenò may possess and which many of Poeôs narrators 

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 well-know Gothic conventions: the labyrinth.  

 



Chapter Two:  
Reading with Awe and Playing with 

Terror: Labyrinths in Selected Stories by 
H. P. Lovecraft and Michael S. Gentryôs 

Anchorhead  

ñ[. . .] postmodern Gothic is akin, in its playfulness and duplicity, to the artificialities and 

ambivalences that surround eighteenth-century Gothic writing and were produced in relation to 

the conflicts of emerging modernityò (Fred Botting, Gothic 157). 

Michael S. Gentryôs text-based interactive fiction Anchorhead: An 

Inter active Gothic may be described as a digital continuation of Gothic 

literature through H. P. Lovecraftôs narrative concepts. In the interactive 

fiction, the female player character moves to the town of Anchorhead with 

her husband because he has inherited a mansion 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 knowledge 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 instead functions to confuse charactersô 

fears and desires in a space which is alienating in its complexity (Doob 3; 

Fyhr, De mörka 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 characterôs tortured psyche. Prominently featured in 
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Gothic fictionôs long and varied history, the labyrinth is a demarcated site 

where oppositions depicted as needful in the narrative blur subversively. 

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

seen as needful or essential to the coherence of the subject in the narrative. A 

characterôs confusion and struggle in the labyrinth is directly related to the 

collapse of these narratively constructed oppositions and may be literally or 

metaphorically depicted as a difficu lty in navigation. Needful oppositions 

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

as the general opposition between órightô and ówrong,ô or more specifically 

reflect social or historical issues relevant in the fiction. For example, in 

Horace Walpoleôs 1764 novel The Castle of Otranto, Isabellaôs navigation 

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 to observing the characterôs life-threatening 

sense of wonderment, develop a sympathetic conception of awe mixed with 

what Robert Miles describes as ñdreadful pleasureò at viewing the fictional 

characterôs terror (14). The Gothic labyrinthôs emphasis on the subjective 

experiences of terror and the sublime make it a multi -functional convention, 

especially in a genre where environment is tradition ally 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. 

Lovecraftôs narratives of terror develop from the Gothic tradition and make 

particular use of the convention of the labyrinth and its effects. 43 Written 

during a period from approximately the end of World War I to the beginning 

of World War II, Lov ecraftôs stories exemplify a blend of extreme realism and 

the aesthetic principles of the age of high modernism. This blend is evident 

                                                             
43 While Lovecraftôs oeuvre includes poetry as well as non-horrific fantasy narratives, tales of terror are 

predominant. In ñH[oward] P[hillips] Lovecraft,ò Joshi acknowledges terrorôs dominance in Lovecraftôs work 

when he argues that Lovecraft wished to ñupdateò the Gothic and that it was to this task that the author 

ñdevoted the bulk  of his careerò 271-72.  
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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 Lovecraftôs fiction is the ontological threat 

posed by a coexisting reality (St. Armand, ñSynchronistic Worldsò 303; 

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 short story ñThe Festivalò encounters a terrifying blend of 

ónaturalô and óunnaturalô forms of existence while visiting the town of 

Kingsport. Lovecraftôs term for charactersô resultant terror is ócosmic fear,ô a 

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.44 Lovecraftôs narratives typically feature one of two 

distinct forms of the Gothic labyrinth. In what I 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, I claim that the 

unrealized labyrinth  is covert: characters glimpse a coexisting reality in 

what appears to be a órealô location but which later signals its labyrinthine 

quality when it inexplicably vanishes. Characters who have exited the 

unrealized labyrinth develop cosmic fear regarding the potential óunrealô 

quality of all seemingly órealô places. In both cases, these modern concerns 

about the stability of spaces may produce effects of the sublime in readers.  

Explicitly developed from Lovecraftôs modernist terror fiction, 

Anchorhead is a postmodern interactive fic tion from 1998 which also 

employs the Gothic convention of the labyrinth. Lovecraftôs stylistic realism 

and impressionistic labyrinths are readily apparent in the interactive fiction. 

In reviews, veteran interactive fiction critic Duncan Stevens notes the 

evocative sophistication of Gentryôs written text (Rev. of Anchorhead) while 

author and theorist Emily Short asserts that the environment ñbecomes 

almost oppressively realò for the player (Rev. of Anchorhead). Since 

Anchorheadôs one hundred plus rooms makes it an unconventionally large 

                                                             
44 The modern narrative contexts of labyrinths in Lovecraftôs terror fiction are partly discernible in his 

frequent use of a narrator. According to Bridgeman, while space in nineteenth-century narr atives is concrete 

and stable, ñin modernist fiction it is filte red, like time, through the perceptions of the protagonistsò 56.  
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interactive fiction (Stevens, Rev. of Anchorhead), this ñoppressively real,ò 

vast environment provides a sharp contrast to the coexisting reality which 

the player character initially glimpses from different labyrinths. As in 

Lovecraftôs narratives, the poetics of the Gothic labyrinthðas digital  poetics 

which additionally encompass the spatial conception, potential ópaths,ô 

configured rules and allowances and player agency which are inherent to the 

media formðare coherently employed in Anchorheadôs unrealized and 

realized labyrinths. However, Gentryôs interactive fiction is a postmodern 

work in that it ñmanages to install and reinforce as much as undermine and 

subvert the conventionsò it presents (Hutcheon, The Politics of 

Postmodernism  1-2). Unlike Lovecraftôs typical single-labyrinth narratives of 

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 the player characterôs husband, 

banishing the forces of evil from town and, of course, keeping the player 

character alive. The interactive fictionôs intertextuality is both óplayedô and 

playful.  

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

can be seen to contextually develop through Lovecraftôs modern terror 

fiction and Gentryôs postmodern interactive fiction. In Lovecraft short stories 

such as ñThe Music of Erich Zannò and ñThe Call of Cthulhu,ò the convention 

governs the unrealized and realized labyrinths , including their divergent 

forms of cosmic fear related to the spatial stability of perceived óreality.ô In 

Anchorhead, the power and threat of individual spaces is dismissed in favor 

of the power and threat of subjective relationships. Alt hough 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 i nstability 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 

ógameô as well as the isolating forms of cosmic fear experienced by the player 

character and, possibly, the player. 
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The Gothic Labyrinth and Lovecraftôs Terror Fiction 

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 labyrinthôs spatial metaphor is less absolute and primarily 

indicates uncertainty and confusion. While it may be represented in a 

multitude of different forms, the labyrinthôs significance lies in the subjective 

effects it produces, both for a character and a reader. These effects include a 

characterôs immediate sense of threatening duplicity and bewilderment while 

in the labyrinth, the terror that develops after exiting it and a readerôs 

potential sublime response. These Gothic effects are visible in Lovecraftôs 

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  

labyrinthine spaces, Lovecraftôs unrealized and realized labyrinths 

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 needful 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 

ñknowing subjectivityò while in the labyrinth, and then return to a former 

situation (ñPower in the Darknessò 249, 245). While the borders of the 

labyrinth are clearly marked in a narrative, frequently via spatial placement, 

the liminal sense of being óbetweenô is not spatial but derives from a collapse 

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.45 For instance, the maze-like crypts and forests which characters 

flee through in early Gothic fictio n 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, van Elferen writes that 

liminal spaces in Gothic fiction, such as labyrinths or deserted houses, are haunted by the ñanxieties that are 

otherwise safely tucked away in categorised truthsò 101. The concept of liminality as a sense of being between 

states originated in Turnerôs anthropological work but is frequently used as a concept to analyze dissolution 

and dislocation in literary criticism. See Turner,  Blazing the Trail  and ñDewey, Dilthey and Dramaò; and 

Ortiz, ñLiminality.ò 
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recurring needful oppositions which are mediated in literal and figurative 

labyrinths  in Gothic fictionôs history include life and death, good and evil, the 

real and the unreal (Botting, ñPower in the Darknessò 249), male and female 

(Hogle, ñIntroductionò 11) and fiction and fact (Howells 108, Mighall 32). 

More specifically, Lovecraftôs terror fiction confuses the stability and 

instability of locations while the opposition of familial security and insecurity 

is prominent in the genealogical terror of Gentryôs Anchorhead.  

The effect of the labyrinth is intense and mysterious. Unlike more 

immediate physical reactions to something shocking or grotesque, terror 

implies a profound threat which implicates comprehensionôs limits. The 

sublime, in turn, represents the awe that exists beyond comprehension. 

Eighteenth-century theorist Edmund Burke states that terror, which ñrobs 

the mind of all its powers of acting and reasoningò is ñthe ruling principleò of 

the sublime, which he describes as ñthe strongest emotion which the mind is 

capable of feelingò (57, 58, 39). Burkeôs conception of the sublime and its 

relationship to terror is frequently examined by literary critics (Boulton vii; 

Mishra 29; see Smith, Gothic Literature 10-13), in part because Burke claims 

that for terror to produce sublime effects it must be experienced ñat certain 

distances,ò a metaphor which speaks to a readerôs relationship to events in a 

narrative (Burke 40). Jerrold E. Hogle interprets Burkeôs distance metaphor 

as exclusive to fiction with the claim that terror must be ñthoroughly 

artificialò to produce the ñaesthetically worthwhile reactionò of sublime 

terror (ñIntroductionò 14). While the significance of ódistanceô in the 

production of sublime terror predominantly relates to the readerôs 

experience, a character also may be shown to experience sublime effects of 

terror after exiting the labyrinth. Botting illustrates this difference when he 

relates Burkean sublimity both to a readerôs sense of the labyrinthôs 

ñvastness, intricacy, and indeterminacyò and to an exited characterôs 

resultant ñbewilderment, perplexity,ò ñinspirationò and ñdisorganizationò in 

relation to the world (ñPower in the Darknessò 250-51). The experience of the 

labyrinth is one of sublime terror for the Gothic character and possibly for 

the reader or, in the case of Anchorhead, the player. 

H. P. Lovecraftôs foundational concept of cosmic fear is a modernist 

version of sublime terror. In his essay ñSupernatural Horror in Literature ,ò 

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 brainða 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 unplumbed 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, cosmic fear as the ñmost terrible conception of 

the human brainò seemingly paraphrases Burkeôs assertion that the sublime 

is ñthe strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feelingò (39). In 

addition, the qualities of astonishment, admiration, reverence and respect 

which Burke attributes to subl ime terror are visible in cosmic fearôs curious 

blend of fear and awe, a complex ambiguity which Noël Carroll relates to a 

ñreligious feelingò which restores primordial ñhuman intuition[s] about the 

worldò (Burke 57, Carroll 162-63).46 Cosmic aweôs affinity with the literature 

of sublime terror is further emphasized by Lovecraftôs separation of the 

literature of cosmic awe from ñmundanely gruesomeò stories which employ 

more immediate emotional and physical reactions of disgust, a distinction 

which alludes to the horror/terror dichotomy proposed by the eighteenth -

century Gothic novelist Ann Radcliffe (ñSupernatural Horror in Literatureò 

426). Radcliffe contends that horror freezes and contracts the faculties of a 

reader while terror ñexpands the soul, and awakens the faculties to a high 

degree of lifeò (ñOn the Supernatural in Poetryò). Although Lovecraft does 

not employ Radcliffeôs dichotomous terms precisely in his writing, this 

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 to most of Lovecraftôs terror narratives. While a 

                                                             
46 Carroll replaces the term ócosmic fearô with ócosmic aweô to better qualify the visionary qualities of 

Lovecraftian terror. I will also use the term cosmic awe as it most accurately captures the responses evoked in 

and by Lovecraftôs terror narratives and Anchorhead.  
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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 

Lovecraftôs stories are shown to experience cosmic awe because the collapse 

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 labyrinths in Lovecraftôs terror narratives 

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 opposition of óreal,ô or stable and óunreal,ô or instable space. Characters 

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 ónatural laws.ô The horrific being glimpsed from the center 

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. Charactersô experiences at the center of either labyrinth are 

shown to prompt their immediate flight back to perceived non -labyrinthine 

areas in the narrative. Cosmic awe for the characters develops after they exit 

the labyrinth, though the form it takes depends on which labyrinth the 

character encountered. The readerôs possible development of the sublime 

effects of cosmic awe may be similarly distinguishable by labyrinth type. 

By rendering labyrinthine spaces and sublime terror in topical and timely 

forms, Lovecraft fulfills what Joyce Carol Oates terms the ñtacit contractò 

between readers of genre fiction and the writer. The readers ñunderstand 

that they will be manipulated, but the q uestion is how? and when? and with 

what skill? and to what purpose?ò (xiii). Given that Anchorhead is 

unquestionably a genre piece and heavily influenced by Lovecraftôs work, the 
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questions in Oatesô ñtacit agreementò are particularly pertinent for anyone 

who plays the interactive fiction.  

The Unrealized Labyrinth in ñThe Music of Erich Zannò and 

Anchorhead  

In Lovecraftôs terror fiction, the unrealized labyrinth is a location which 

initially appears as órealô and stable as other locations in the narrative. While 

a reader may anticipate the unusual nature of the location, the character is 

depicted as ignorant of the siteôs labyrinthine properties prior to 

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

locationôs inexplicable disappearance. These terrifying 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.47 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 

fictionôs transparent relationship to and distinction from Lovecraftôs texts. 

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 Anchorheadôs epilogue. This postmodern extension of 

labyrinth poetics beyond a single location develops from the interactive 

ficti onôs authored and formal distinctions from Lovecraftôs terror narratives. 

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 the correct winning ending. As the órewardô for this 

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 instability of spaces, the player characterôs 

                                                             
47 Examples of the unrealized labyrinth can be found in  short stories such as ñThe Festival,ò ñHeò and the 

more well-known ñThe Music of Erich Zann.ò 
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female body and role as a wife become ósitesô of instability in the epilogue so 

that her depicted awe derives instead from family relationships.  

Despite its otherwise rational, realistic appearance, the liminal quality of 

the unrealized labyrinth in Lovecraftôs short story ñThe Music of Erich Zannò 

is suggested prior to the siteôs disappearance.48 In this s tory the unrealized 

labyrinth is the Rue dôAuseil, which is bordered within the unnamed French 

city of the narrative both as a cul-de-sac and via the difficultly the character 

has in accessing it. The narrator describes the street as ñalmost a cliff, closed 

to all vehicles, consisting in several places of flights of steps, and ending at 

the top in a lofty ivied wallò (45). In addition to the areaôs spatial 

circumscription, the name dôAuseil also sets it apart as liminal. Donald 

Burleson argues that the word ñAuseil,ò which is meaningless in French, 

might be construed from au seuil, or ñat the threshold,ò a spatial condition 

which is synonymous with the experience of a liminal space (75).49 With the 

streetôs disappearance indicated in the first sentence of the story, its set-

apart location and telling name are likely to suggest liminal qualities to the 

reader. However, the narratorôs descriptions of the street and the house he is 

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 (ñThe Music of Erich Zannò 45-46, 48). For the character, this 

lack of distinction from other órealô locations will be significant in the 

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 coexisting 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 

Zannôs window and sees ñno city spread below, and no friendly lights 

                                                             
48 My arguments in this section will focus solely on ñThe Music of Erich Zannò as it contains an ideal example 

of the unrealized labyrinth.  
49 Unlike  Turnerôs conception of a liminal space as a site of progression, Burleson describes the threshold in 

ñThe Music of Erich Zannò as a blockage or barrier where there is an anticipation of advancement but no 

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 earthò (51). This view collapses oppositions of 

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 geography and ódeadô outer space with living, moving, 

musical space. The narrator views this ñchaos and pandemoniumò in 

ñterror,ò for a moment before he attempts to clumsily back out of the room 

(51). The second frame which collapses oppositions is the being at the 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 with his hands ñthe ice-cold, stiffened, unbreathing 

face whose glassy eyes bulged uselessly into the voidò (52). The horrifying 

paradox of lively death or deathly life has a powerful impact on the narrator, 

whose ñ[l]eaping, floating, flyingò down the stairs and the Rue dôAuseil to 

ñhealthier streets and boulevardsò is a sharp contrast to his slow and clumsy 

actions after the view from the window (52). This escape to the órealô also 

suggests the narratorôs new sense of the Rue dôAuseil as a location separate 

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 dôAuseil, the narratorôs description of consulting 

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 ñThe Music of Erich Zannò is the prospect that 

other places may also be horrific liminal spaces.50 In this sense, mapping and 

walking the city signifies two attempts to quell this terror. First, the 

narratorôs efforts to locate the Rue dôAuseil may be seen as an act to 

reestablish the oppositions collapsed there, either by coming to understand 

                                                             
50 Morgan implies that Lovecraftôs fiction most readily represents this Gothic ñrhetorical practiceò of 

subverting the realism of specific locations. For subjects in a narrative, the effect of this subversion is that ñthe 

assurance afforded by real place dissolvesò 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 narrato rôs 

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 unkn owable in the Rue dôAuseil prior to its disappearance, 

and with the street gone the narrator cannot ultimately accomplish the first 

goal. This dilemma produces cosmic awe. The narratorôs unassuageable 

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 dôAuseil disappear? Is the narratorôs account unreliable or did the street 

really vanish? Questions about the narrative reflect potential uncertainties in 

the reading experience. Carroll describes the appeal of experiencing this sort 

of Lovecraftian uncertainty as a confirmation of ña deep-seated human 

conviction about the world, viz., that it contains vast unknown forcesò (162). 

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 ñan age that has ceased to believe collectively in the supernatural while 

retaining the primitive instinct to do so, in eccentric, atomized waysò (xiv). 

Both scholars emphasize that Lovecraftôs Gothic narratives produce an 

aesthetic pleasure related to core human apprehensions. At the same time, 

Oatesô juxtaposition of collective belief and eccentric instinct implies that 

this pleasure is a guilty one, or at least highly personal. Such an instinctual 

yet subjective experience reflects the effects of the Burkean sublime. 

In Anchorhead, the Hidden Court area is an unrealized labyrinth. As with 

the Rue dôAuseil, the area is demarcated as a liminal site for the player prior 

to its disappearance but otherwise is described 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 



Chapter Two: Labyrinths in Lovecraft Narratives and Anchorhead 

89  

conceptually a cul-de-sac in the town and proves difficult to access. The area 

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, 

[t]he 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 dôAuseil and may signal the potential temporal alterity of this area for a 

player who has read Lovecraftôs story.51 Movement in the area creates a 

further distinction between the player characterôs logical confusion and the 

playerôs illogical difficulties. With forward progress blocked by the brick wall, 

retreating from the Twisting Lane room proves unexpectedly challenging. 

Since the player character ómovedô northwest into the room, the player may 

be surprised to discover that commanding the player character to exit the 

room by moving southeast only produces a description of the player 

characterôs ineffective, confused wanderings. Once the player guesses the 

correct direction for exiting the room, the space is only confusing at the level 

of description. A similar separation of the playerôs likely suspicion about the 

liminality of the area and the player characterôs sense that the location is 

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 ñnever noticed beforeò but which the player will probably 

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 

                                                             
51 Further allusions to ñThe Music of Erich Zannò may occur in the interactive fiction, including an occasional 

addition to th e room description which describes the sound of violin music in the area as well as the 

proprietorôs referential comments about the violin on display in The Cauldron. Though the viol in Lovecraftôs 

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. 
52 Progress through Anchorhead is divided into three ódays.ô Each day is completed not via the passage of 

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 f iction 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 standard areas in the interactive fictionôs 

setting. 

Unlike Lovecraftôs unrealized labyrinth, the figurative center of the 

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-

player characterôs reply is: 

ñThe cards are actually very delicate, thinly sliced ivory. Almost transparent.ò 
[. . .] He leans toward you, offering you a salesmanôs conspiratorial wink. 
ñThey say,ò he whispers, ñthat this very deck was used and endorsed by the 
infamous medium ïò he frowns. ñNot Blavatski; the other one. What was her 
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. 
Frankly, I donôt buy it.ò (Cauldron) 

Two allusions to Lovecraft appear in this description: Madame Blavatsky is 

credited as inspiring Lovecraftôs conception of the hidden meanings in 

everyday environments (Fyhr, Död men drömmande [Dead But Dreaming ]  

140) and the ñgatewayò to a coexisting reality is reminiscent of Zannôs 

window. 53 To borrow from Linda Hutcheonôs discussion of how the 

postmodern develops from the modern, the overt intertextuality of this 

scene, including the proprietorôs off-hand dismissal of Blavatsky and 

gateways to other worlds, signals Anchorheadôs postmodern ñreliance, 

however ironic, on traditionò (The Politics of Postmodernism 27). The 

proprietorôs description of the tarot cards, like the allusions to ñThe Music of 

                                                             
53 Examples of other Lovecraft works which feature literal or figurative window ógatewaysô include ñHe,ò 

ñPolarisò and ñThe Moon-Bog.ò  
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Erich Zann,ò may therefore ironically suggest poetics of the labyrinth to the 

player who is familiar with Lovecraftôs work, though not, apparently, to the 

player character as she does not respond. Similarly, if the player commands 

the player character to question the proprietor about various topics hi s 

replies are full of oddities and warnings which communicate separate 

messages to the player and player character. The Verlac family are ñóa sticky-

tendriled bunch,ôò Croseus Verlac is dramatically likened to the devil and 

although Edward Verlacôs children were murdered the proprietor believes ñóit 

might have been so much worse.ôò In addition, the proprietorôs assertion that 

the player characterôs husband Michael will need help facing the ñódark 

timesôò ahead and his explication of a tarot card which represents 

ñócatastrophic change, disaster, an overturning of all you once knewôò 

indicate potential future collapsing oppositions (Cauldron). Although these 

enigmatic statements represent possible threats for the player character, who 

is shown not to respond to them, they symbolize ófutureô challenges in the 

interactive fiction for the player to overcome or avoid. The focus on future 

possibilities also suggests the extension of labyrinth poetics. 

Terrorôs extension out of the unrealized labyrinth is attributable to the 

configuration of Gentryôs interactive fiction in contrast to Lovecraftôs printed 

narratives. As a digital media form which is óplayed,ô interactive fiction 

encourages player involvement by providing possible or potential ópathsô 

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 , Gentryôs work diverges from two typical 

narrative trends in Lovecraftôs fiction. First, whereas most Lovecraft terror 

narratives end with a characterôs sense of fatalistic futility in the face of the 

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. 54 Second, most 

Lovecraft narratives climax in the center of a single labyrinth, with the 

characterôs terrified escape and eventual cosmic awe serving as the 

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, ólosingô scenarios at the climax of the work and two ówinningô scenarios, of which only one allows 

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 formôs emphasis on an uncertain future and 

Anchorheadôs configuration 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 ólooksô through each hole to view a different room in the house, the 

softwareôs replies provide increasing evidence that the supernatural figure of 

Croseus Verlac has possessed the player characterôs husband Michael. In the 

Childrenôs Bedroom Michael acts strangely upset at not finding an item in an 

old jewelry box and touches the crib ñas if visiting old memories,ò despite the 

house being as new to him as it is to the player character. In the next room 

the player character surveils the Sitting Room ñdirectly through the eyesò of 

the portrait of Croseus Verlac which hangs there. As Michael regards the 

portrait with odd fami liarity, the player character reaches the ñsickening 

realizationò that his expression is one of pleasure, admiration and ñvanity,ò 

as if he were ñpreen[ing] himself in a mirror.ò Finally, in the Wine Cellar, the 

collapse of the narratively opposed figures of Michael and Croseus is 

confirmed when the player character views the ñcrazed, red-rimmed eyesò on 

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. 55 Discovering Michaelôs vanity in the 

Sitting Room, the player character ñnearly jerk[s] away from the spyhole 

[sic], heart pounding wildly,ò while the image of the being with the red-

rimmed eyes in the Wine Cellar produces a stronger desire to ñrecoilò from 

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  the Rue dôAuseil, but their diminished 

effect signals that it is not possible to immediately escape to a Lovecraftian 

órealô because in Anchorhead the player characterôs órealityô is grounded in 

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 Anchorheadôs epilogue, the cosmic awe which the player 

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 ñmomentous eventò (Home). Michael occasionally calls to 

the player character in excited anticipation while the player character is 

described as eager to bring him the ñwondrous newsò of a positive pregnancy 

test (Home, Your Bathroom). Despite the happy excitement of this scene, 

however, the player characterôs fear is evident in random replies which 

appear as the player guides her through the epilogue. She experiences a ñcool 

wave of uneasinessò without knowing why and is gripped by a ñnameless, 

formless apprehensionò which leaves her short of breath and questioning 

why she is so frightened ñon what should be such a joyous occasionò (Home). 

When the player character is directed to examine the labyrinthine framing 

window of the home pregnancy test, she experiences óhorrorô at the possible 

evil she sees: 

You stare down at the little plastic indicator, and an inexplicable horror seizes 
you as you recall Edward Verlacôs 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 a trivial 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 specific to the player characterôs female body and family 
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situation. This emphasis on domestic, corporeal terror marks a notable shift 

from what Oates describes as Lovecraftôs ñasexual,ò virtually women-less 

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 suggests a possible political critique of Lovecraftôs 

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 (135-36, 330-31). Anchorheadôs overt shift to a 

female narrative subject arguably impacts the broader shift from spatial 

sources of terror in Lovecraftôs fiction to relational sources in the interactive 

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 

proprietorôs veiled comment that Edwardôs children were better off dead, 

suggested in Michael/Croseusô attention to the crib in the Childrenôs 

Bedroom and reinforced with the player characterôs remembrance of 

Edwardôs worry in the epilogue. With this familial web of threat tracing the 

initial functions of the unrealized labyrinth, the player characterôs implied 

cosmic awe is recognizable as the fulfillment of the conventionôs poetics. For 

Lovecraftôs characters, the effect of the unrealized labyrinth is that all places 

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

a postmodern work using and subverting Lovecraftôs labyrinthine form, this 

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 

himself: ñóOh, I hope itôs a little girl [. . .] Iôve always wanted to have a little 

girlôò (Your Bathroom). What may be read as a well-meaning statement of 

fatherly excitement seemingly becomes a dark echo of Croseusô incestuous 

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 analysis of Madam Spiderôs 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 unrealized 

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 in Lovecraftôs ñThe Music of Erich 

Zann.ò Lovecraftôs unrealized labyrinth functions 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 

of Lovecraftôs trope. Although the player character exhibits fear and wonder 

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, self and husband. In this sense, Gentryôs 

interactive fiction presents a postmodern relationship to Lovecraftôs fiction 

which is nonetheless coherent with traditional Gothic conceptions of female 

terror.  

The Realized Labyrinth in ñThe Call of Cthulhuò and 

An chorhead  

Distinct from the covert unrealized labyrinth, the realized labyrinth in 

Lovecraftôs Gothic stories is a demarcated area which overtly collapses 

needful oppositions for characters. As part of its poetics, cosmic awe from 

the realized labyrinth completely undermines a characterôs world view as 

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 sublime.58 In Gentryôs postmodern 

interactive fiction, the digital poetics of the realized labyrinth reflect the 

                                                             
57 Though Lovecraftôs antiquated literary aesthetics are also evident in his fiction, the authorôs modernist 

infl uences are documented by Gayford in ñThe Artist as Antaeusò and more fully explored by Fyhr in  Död men 

drömmande . 
58 Examples of the realized labyrinth can be found in  the short story ñThe Call of Cthulhuò and the novella At 

the Mountains of Madness . 
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poetics of the convention in Lovecraftôs work, albeit once again in a 

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 labyrinthôs cosmic awe in the formal 

interacti ve fiction procedures which create a critical split between the player 

character and player. 

In Lovecraftôs terror fiction, the realized labyrinth excessively represents 

its demarcated, liminal and contradictory qualities upon discovery. In ñThe 

Call of Cthulhu,ò the realized labyrinth is located on an uncharted island in 

the Pacific Ocean.59 Discovered by a group of sailors, the island city of Rôlyeh 

collapses the boundary between certainty and uncertainty in a manner that 

is immediately frightening to the characters (166). The sailor Johansenôs 

account of finding the island includes a description of ñelusive angles of 

carven rock where a second glance shewed concavity after the first shewed 

convexityò and other empirically-challenging discoveries in which ñall the 

rules of matter and perspective seemed upsetò (166, 167). Alongside the 

blend of fixity and fluctuation in a mineral substance or the equally 

disturbing conflation of reliable and unreliable perception, the ñtitan oozy 

blocks which could have been no mortal staircaseò which the sailors clumsily 

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 

Johansenôs account of finding the island city of Rôlyeh describes the 

emergence of Cthulhu through an immense carved door: 

It lumbered slobberingly into sight and gropingly squeezed Its gelatinous 
green immensity thr ough the black doorway[. . . .] Poor Johansenôs 

                                                             
59 My arguments in this section will focus solely on ñThe Call of Cthulhuò as it features an ideal example of 

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 describedðthere is no language for 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 Rôlyeh confuses perceived certainty and uncertainty, this 

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 

ñalien to the reality being expressedò (see St. Armand, ñSynchronistic 

Worldsò 303). Such irreconcilable incompatibility 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 prompts the sailorsô frenzied 

retreat from the island and back to known óreality.ô 

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

secondary to the cosmic awe which characters experience in the narrative 

settingôs familiar reality. This distance to terror is figured literally for the 

sailor Johansen after his return to Norway and figuratively for Thurston, the 

narrator of ñThe Call of Cthulhuò who, as part of his project to research 

Cthulhu, reads Johansenôs account. As Johansenôs tale gives proof to the 

ontological threat which other material collected by the narrator only hints 

at, Thurston expresses his own persistent wonder and terror when he claims: 

ñI have looked upon all that the universe has to hold of horror, and even the 

skies of spring and the flowers of summer must ever afterward be poison to 

meò (169). Thurstonôs fear and dislike of this knowledge is visible in his 

attempt to contain and forget it by placing all of his research into a tin box 

which he hopes his executors will keep hidden. In the very next paragraph, 

however, the chronic irritation of cosmic awe is apparent in Thurstonôs 

contradictory curiosity about the fate of Cthulhu, who undoubtedly ñwaits 

and dreams in the deep,ò and condemnation of this curiosity with the 

exclamation: ñI must not and cannot think!ò (169). Focus on ñthe deepò 

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 unrealized labyrinth does. Instead, t he 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 

characterôs knowledge of the world as well as the means through which he 

apprehends it. In this awe-filled, mental double bind the character is 

rendered powerless to act. 

For the reader, the narrativeôs questioning of epistemological limits and 

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 

ñThe Call of Cthulhu,ò where ñan entire alien civilization lurks on the 

underside of our known world, as a night -gaunt may lurk beneath a childôs 

bed in the darkness, or as mankindôs tragically divided nature may lurk 

beneath civilizationôs veneerò (xii). Such imagined yet immediate terrors 

indicate a vast overturning of the everyday world which may be alluring in its 

force and scope. More directly, the breakdown of language in ñThe Call of 

Cthulhuò implicates the narrative itself as broken or ineffectual for the 

reader, a meta-reflexive function of the collapsed oppositions of the Gothic 

labyrinth which Hogle and Botting have argued as central to its poetics (ñThe 

Restless Labyrinthò 163, ñPower in the Darknessò 249-50). For a reader, the 

linguistic dilemma of the narrative might seem to aesthetically mirror the 

uncertainty of the charactersô terrible encounter in a way which may 

heighten an emotional response. The readerôs potential cosmic awe derives 

both from the narrativeôs content and its form.   

While not as remote as the island city of Rôlyeh, the Narrow Corridor area 

of the Verlac mansion in Anchorhead is nonetheless a set-apart 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 suggest ed 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 

player characterôs confusion is evident in the room description: ñThe 

passage, no more than two feet wide at its widest point, bends and twist [sic] 

at confusing angles, making it hard to tell which direction youôre heading in.ò 



Chapter Two: Labyrinths in Lovecraft Narratives and Anchorhead 

99  

Though not expressly threatening, this collapse of navigational certainty and 

uncertainty which the player character experiences may allude to the óelusive 

anglesô on Rôlyeh for the player, especially as s/he attempts to navigate 

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 i f 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 of the playerôs perception between 

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. Room 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, the realized labyrinthôs allowable movement 

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 compass directions 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 directions of allowable movement. For instance, one 

successful path through 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, southeast. For the 

player, this path indicates the collapse of the distinction between two-way, 

óstraight lineô connections and one-way, ócurved lineô connections between 

rooms.60 A more pronounced collapse of needful oppositions is apparent in 

the spatial relationsh ip between one Narrow Corridor room and the 

Childrenôs Bedroom. The spy hole in the Narrow Corridor room is located 

ñhalf way up one wall,ò but in using it the player character is described as 

looking ñstraight down at the bed from the middle of the ceilingò in the 

Childrenôs Bedroom. This paradox abolishes the distinction between 

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 explicitly 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 telescope-like device in the aptly named sixth room of the 

Narrow Corridor area, the Observatory. Ialdabaoloth (the being) is described 

as a ñcomet [. . .] streaking toward Earthò which is paradoxically ñALIVE, 

                                                             
60 All of the features described so far are common aspects of an interactive fiction ómaze.ô The maze 

convention is often seen as a cliché due to its long usage, and tends to be negatively viewed as dull and 

repetitive in interactive fiction design discourse. See Granade, ñWhere Mazes Came Fromò;  and ñMaze.ò 

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

does in her review of Anchorhead when she refers to the Narrow Corridor maze as ñgratuitous but mercifully 

small.ò Shortôs criticism is qualified, however, by her professed disinterest in Lovecraft or horror; the Narrow 

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 strangle and devour whole worlds.ò 

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 witnessing 

Ialdabaoloth is evident in the player characterôs later inability to 

comprehend the being: 

Youôre not sure what, exactly, you just witnessed; whether it was a genuine 
astronomical phenomenon, or a hallucination, or the actual form of some 
Dark God from the Outer Reaches, come to devour the world. Youôre not even 
entirely sure you remember what it looked like. (Observatory)  

Empiri cally known, describable experience and inconceivable, indescribable 

alien existence collapse in the player characterôs inability to remember 

details about the being or distinguish it as a scientific, imaginative or 

religious object. Unlike the immediate p roximity of Cthulhu in Lovecraftôs 

short story, Ialdabaoloth 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 in 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. In ñThe Call of Cthulhu,ò the narratorôs complaint about 

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 Ialdabaoloth. 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 spread out 

down the screen of the graphic user interface. This distributed sentence, 

including the isolated words rendered here in italics, reads ñ[. . .] its great, 

lidless, red-rimmed eye rolls over in a vast lake of vitreous fluid, and it looks 

at you.ò The graphical scattering of these three words emphasizes the 

                                                             
61 Like óCthulhu,ô the name óIaldabaolothô is emblematic of an alterity which is threatening because it is not 

easily appropriated into human linguisti c 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,  

ñSynchronistic Worldsò 303; and Joshi, A Subtler Magick 128. 
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potential impact of each word while indicating a óslow-downô in the player 

characterôs comprehension and ability to explain what is happening. For the 

player, the collapse of the previously necessary 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 . 

 

In this screenshot of Michael Gentryôs Anchorhead, the disruptive threat which I aldabaoloth 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 programôs reply move upward on the screen. In this manner the textual 

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

except for the notation ñ[MORE]ò in the lower left corner which indicates 

that the player may only press a key to continue. As this has not happened 

before during traversal, the threat implied when Ialdabaoloth 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 Ialdabaoloth 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 player characterôs confused recollection, prefaced by an 

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 collapse 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 on. As the linguistic limitation in ñThe Call of 

Cthulhuò implies a potential narrative breakdown for the reader, the altered 

output procedure implies the Gothic labyrinthôs meta-reflexive 

fragmentation of Anchorhead for the player. Within this suggestion of 

fragmentation the player characterôs conceptual distance to Ialdabaoloth 

remains significant, as an immediate interactive fiction shut down is exactly 

what happens if the player fails to avert the beingôs coming to earth towards 

the end of the interacti ve fiction. In the realized labyrinth Ialdabaoloth 

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, Anchorheadôs Narrow Corridor area and the horror 

of Ialdabaoloth are steps in the poetics of the realized labyrinth which do not 

produce the effects of sublime terror until much later, after Ialdabaolothôs 

guiding beacon has been destroyed, Croseus has been defeated and the 

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 represents the playerôs contribution to and 

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 characterôs terror in the epilogue, a 

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 contributes to a playerôs experience of 

cosmic awe by comprehensively subverting the playerôs ability to embody the 

player character. Subversion is evident in that the player characterôs 

perception of the environment seems divided from the playerôs and the 

playerôs agency is severely limited. The epilogueôs initial description 

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 

blocked with a response that there is ñnothing importantò in there and a 

command to go downstairs is hindered by the player characterôs desire to 

wait until she ñhas something to tell Michaelò about the pregnancy test 

(Home). Restrictions to movement based on the player characterôs decisions 

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 epilogueôs initial room has the strangely too-broad title of ñHome,ò 

despite the fact that other rooms in the home are conceptually attached to it, 

and the description of Your Bathroom as an ñordinary [. . .] normal, safe, 

familiar placeò overemphasizes security in a fashion  which is distinct from 

other room descriptions in the interactive fiction. With the domestic 

connotations of óhomeô expanded and Your Bathroom described with 

subjective qualities, the player characterôs perspective of the environment 

seems emphasized. Aside from the unusual restrictions to movement, the 

playerôs inability to share in this perspective is demonstrated by the lack of 

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 characterôs stated apprehensions and the 

                                                             
62 In 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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playerôs possible knowledge of Lovecraftôs narrative endings, this hindrance 

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 

mörka labyrinterna 89-91; Joshi, A Subtler Magick 164; Dziemianowicz 

182). Simultaneously, the playerôs forced passivity initiates a distance 

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 labyrinth. In Lovecraftôs realized labyrinth, 

knowledge of the coexisting reality psychologically undermines the 

characterôs knowledge of the perceived world as well as the means through 

which he apprehends it. In Anchorhead, the playerôs simulated alienation 

from the player character interface reflects the alteration of the playerôs 

perception of the environment and also reduces the playerôs agency in 

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 óplayerô and with it, the relationship to the 

player character. This ending, anticipated in the arresting threat of 

Ialdabaoloth in the Narrow Corridor area, fully divides the player from the 

player character at a critical moment. The effect of this abrupt ending is 

twofold. First, like Thurston in ñThe Call of Cthulhu,ò the playerôs mind may 

be full of possible imaginings, wonderings and worries, all impossible to 

actualize. Second, as the failure of language in Lovecraftôs tale suggests a 

fragmented narrative, the interactive fictionôs ending represents a similar 

breakdown for the player. To borrow from Catherine Spoonerôs discussion of 

House of Leaves, Gentryôs interactive fiction ñenables the [player] to re-enact 

the disorientation it describesò (ñGothic in the Twentieth Centuryò 45). The 

playerôs potential experience of relational cosmic awe derives 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 

Lovecraftôs ñThe Call of Cthulhuò and Gentryôs Anchorhead. As an 

epistemological threat, cosmic awe from Lovecraftôs realized labyrinth is 
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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 for m for the reader (see Klages 164-66). 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, 

Anchorheadôs focus on relational rather than spatial concerns is evident in 

the postmodern manner in which it installs yet undermines conventions 

regarding the ñrepresentation of the subjectò (Hutcheon, The Politics of 

Postmodernism  13). While Lovecraftôs narratives figure the relationship 

between character (that is, ñthe subjectò) and reader via language, the 

interactive fictionôs human subject is at least partly symbiotic as the player 

must embody the player character in order to achieve a winning ending.63 

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

language (output and input) and other interactive fict ion routines, 

Anchorhead specifically encourages the playerôs increasing mastery over the 

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 

playerôs experience of cosmic awe which derives from the complex quality of 

Anchorheadôs subject. This interactively enabled cosmic awe is likely to 

generate emotions of the Burkean sublime, or at 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. In Lovecraftôs Gothic narratives such as ñThe Music of Erich Zannò 

and ñThe Call of Cthulhu,ò contact with a coexisting reality is governed by the 

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 fictional 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 

well. In Gentryôs Anchorhead, a work based on yet critical of Lovecraftôs 

terror fiction, contact with a coexisting reality also occurs in unrealized and 

realized labyrinths. However, Gentryôs interactive fiction requires that the 

player successfully complete 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 adhering to the poetics of Lovecraftôs 

labyrinthine tropes and body -in-universe construction of subjectivity, the 

interactive fiction ôs main character is female rather than male and cosmic 

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 twentieth-century 

resistance to Lovecraftôs male-centered terror fiction. However, this act of 

resistance is ambivalent. Anchorheadôs female player character is 

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 t ownsfolk, she is positioned as the only character 

able to defeat evil (twice) and save her husband. At the same time, she 

suffers sex-based, marriage-bound terrors as a result of the labyrinth that 

liken her to eighteenth -century Gothic heroines. Within th is context the 

player character seems to exemplify St®phanie Genzô description of a 

ñpostfeminist housewife,ò a figure who is ñinscribed with multifarious 

significations, vacillating between patriarchal scripts of enforced domesticity 

and postfeminist reappropriations that acknowledge agency and self-

determinationò (ñóI Am Not a Housewife, but . . .ôò 50). Anchorheadôs female 

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 fictionôs emphasis on relational rather than spatial 

concerns is also a qualified critique of Lovecraftôs early twentieth-century 

basis for cosmic awe. Known, órealô or linguistically definable space is 

important and therefore threatened in Lovecraftôs terror narratives. In 
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Anchorhead, the player characterôs situation demonstrates that individual 

relationships are central to the representational content encountered and 

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

órelationshipô is crucial to progress through the interactive fiction, as the role 

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 órealô to threatening subjective 

relationship s implies a contemporary critique of the seeming desire for a 

grand narrative in Lovecraftôs printed fiction, a rejection of essentialist 

modern conceptions of anxiety in favor of localized, contextualized, 

postmodern terror. However, while Gentryôs interactive fiction  indubitably 

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.  

 



Chapter Three:  
Family Destabilization and M onsters in 
Traversals of Sara Deeôs Madam Spiderôs 

Web  

The inherent fragmentation of Sara Deeôs 2006 interactive fiction Madam 

Spiderôs Web allows for the production of distinct Gothic narratives. Broken 

into three phases which do not follow the chronologi cal 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. 

In the spiderôs house the amnesiac, child-like player character must perform 

chores in order to avoid the spiderôs maternal, and possibly monstrous, 

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 off the road and then órecoversô in a hospital. Any 

traversal of Madam Spiderôs Web primarily involves 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 less 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 

Spiderôs Web produces incongruous narratives.  

The disjunction in Deeôs work is negatively criticized in reviews which 

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,  prescriptive notions about óbest practiceô in interactive fiction 

design can be found on websites such as The Interactive Fiction Wiki and 

The Interactive Fiction Archive , in authoring guidebooks such as Graham 

Nelsonôs The Inform Designerôs Manual and in reviews of individual works,  

especially works entered into one of the annual competitions, as is the case 
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with Madam Spiderôs Web.64 Although reviewers of Deeôs work are generally 

positive with regard to the surreal phase (Horvath; Maher, ñIF Comp 2006ò; 

Plotkin,  ñReviews: IF Competition 2006ò; Shiovitz; Devlin; Snyder; 

Mitchelhill), the interactive fiction is strongly criticized for the incongruity 

between the surreal phase and the realistic phases (Shiovitz; Carrey; 

Horvath; Menke;  Maher, ñIF Comp 2006ò; Mitchelhill). The perceived 

problem is not the fragmentation of the work but rather that the 

fragmentation does not function as a ópuzzleô to be solved. For instance, 

Matthew Carrey writes off Madam Spiderôs Web as an exercise in ñhiding 

critical facts from the player,ò while Jimmy Maher notes the intriguing sense 

of deeper layers to the work but ultimately admits ñIôm not quite sure what 

those deeper layers actually areò (ñIF Comp 2006,ò original emphasis).65 

However, these design óshortcomingsô in Deeôs interactive fiction make the 

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 enable ñsense-makingò regardless of whether they are followed or 

subverted, so the ñrefusal to integrate fragments [. . .] is a refusal of the 

closure and telos which narrative usually demandsò (A Poetics of 

Postmodernism 121). Similarly , digital media scholar N. Katherine Hayles 

and Gothic scholar Catherine Spooner separately argue that the readerôs 

progress through Mark Z. Danielewskiôs postmodern Gothic novel House of 

Leaves is relevantly affected by the fragmentation which obscures coherent 

meaning in the work (ñSaving the Subjectò 795-97, 803; ñGothic in the 

Twentieth Centuryò 45). With these distinct design-focused and analytical 

perspectives on fragmentation in mind, my analysis of Madam Spiderôs Web 

investigates how employed and subverted practices valued in design 

discourse variously contribute to the workôs Gothic characteristics.  

In order to highlight the significance of fragmentation in Deeôs interactive 

fiction, this chapter is organized to follow the playerôs traversal through and 

óexperienceô of the work. In the first section of this chapter I examine the 

surreal phase separately, as played for the first time, and in the second 

                                                             
64 Madam Spiderôs Web was entered into the 12th Annual Interactive Fiction Competition, in 2006.  
65 While several reviewers react negatively to the shift from surreal to real in Madam Spiderôs Web because 

they see it as an over-used device, the primary focus of their concern is the unresolved fragmentation.  



Chapter Three: Family Destabilization and Monsters  in Madam Spiderôs Web 

111  

section I consider all three phases in a complete traversal.66 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 

Spiderôs Web as a Gothic work 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 media-specific analyses of works whose 

reception is tied to their material forms, and in ñóHow Do I Stop This 

Thing?ôò J. Yellowlees Douglas makes a similar point when she performs four 

analytical yet subjective readings of a hypertext. With my focus on the 

reception of Madam Spiderôs Web, I construct several 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 

female terror in which the player characterôs child-like, uncanny 

constrictions in the domestic environment contribute to the destabilization 

of the mother-daughter roles within the ófamily.ô The uncanny entails an 

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 Spiderôs Web the 

uncanny operates via the player characterôs odd memories of the supposedly 

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 well as unmotivated restrictions to creative or ófreeô 

play. These difficulties have the potential to induce attempts to transgress 

                                                             
66 In this chapter, a ócomplete traversalô or ócompleting the interactive fictionô includes having played it to all 

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 

legitimacy and authority, being crossed (Botting, ñAftergothicò 282). The 

hybrid reactions of humor and horror produced by traditional Gothic fiction 

indicate not a marring of the óseriousnessô of a text and its ideas but rather 

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 one in Madam Spiderôs Web, 

the playerôs potential act of transgression and humorous reactions to the 

óevilô spider only serve to reinforce the ambivalent, subordinate position of 

player character and the similar óroleô configured for the player.   

Considered in completion, however, the interactive fiction functions as a 

postmodern Gothic-grotesque which reveals óinteriorô monsters. The 

grotesque as a trope in Gothic literature relates to the ñgrotesquely 

metamorphic bodyò which may combine divergent elements (such as spider 

and human) in an excessive physical form which physically interacts with its 

environment (such as a web or house) (Hurley, ñAbject and Grotesqueò 140). 

The grotesque also indicates a disruption of order and, in particular, a 

hierarchical inversion where óhighô things are brought ólowô or degraded, a 

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 chronology of events, the adult Colleenôs 

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 experiences in her realistic 

domestic environment in the driving phase. Colleenôs bodily projection into 

the maternal monst er 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 

playerôs role in the work, a contradiction of the illusion of control favored in 

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 

player character in the third phase. Specifically, the playerôs actions of 
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sympathy, indiffe rence or violence toward what appears to be an 

insignificant item in the surreal phase ða food sac containing a live ósnackô 

left by Madam Spider in a closetðcan be linked to particular effects on the 

player character. However, the cause or significance of these 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 Spiderôs Web produces distinct 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 

Spiderôs Web can be said to 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 determining a basis for ófreeô play. In completion, 

hidden constrictions in the realistic domestic environment govern the player 

characterôs discovery of her monster within in the grotesque form of Madam 

Spider, while the playerôs blind (in)action in the first phase inexplicably has 

profound consequences in the final phase, metaphorically constructing the 

playerôs own monster within. In Madam Spiderôs Web, the monster within is 

not an identifiable evil other but rather is inherent to the óselfô and is known 

only by its unwitting and underi ved effects. 

The Traditional Gothic in Madam Spiderôs House 

When played for the first time and without continuing to subsequent phases, 

the initial phase of Madam Spiderôs Web presents a scenario in which the 

player character occupies the role of surrogate child 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 playerôs role is configured to approximate the player 

characterôs subordinated and infantilized position via the restrictions 

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 

challenge the órulesô of the family house but the subordinate and dominant 

positions defined by those rules are only reasserted by such actions. 

Considered together, the player characterôs horror and the playerôs likely 

amusement underscore the Gothic hybridity of Madam Spiderôs Web while 

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 chil d. As she stands before the giant arachnid, 

who is knitting in a rocking chair, the player character is ñchastised once 

againò and then repeatedly admonished to ñlistenò or pay attention to 

instructions regarding her chores (The Parlor). The parent -child r elationship 

suggested by this scene is reinforced by the ñchildò moniker Madam Spider 

frequently applies to the player character as well as the player characterôs 

ócognitiveô problem with ñforgetting important thingsò related to her chores, 

ñlike where [Madam Spider] keeps the cleaning supplies and how she likes 

her dinner cookedò (The Parlor). Conceptually, the player character has a 

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 set into the ceiling in The Childrenôs 

Room when she is standing on top of a set of bunk beds. 

This mother -child relationship is characterized by conditional surrogacy. 

Madam Spiderôs maternity derives from absence. References to her children, 

now absent, appear in the description of The Childrenôs Room which was 

ñcheerfulò when occupied but is now ñdesolateò and the ratôs obvious concern 

that Madam Spider misses her children (The Attic). Sorrow subsumes pride 

in the arachnidôs own description of her offspring: ñóOnly two survived once 

they emerged from the egg sac,ô she says somewhat sadly. óBut the twins are a 

fine pair, strong and intelligent. Excellent spinners. I just wish that they 

would write home a little more oftenôò (The Parlor). In this environment of 

loss, the player character functions as a surrogate child, albeit an indentured 

one. The condition attached to being the spiderôs surrogate óchildô is 

established early in the interactive fiction when the player character learns 

the fate of the girl she replaced: ñóThe last girl couldnôt keep things straight 
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either[. . . .] She turned out to be deliciousôò (The Parlor). With the potential 

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 characterôs view of Madam Spider as ñat once hideous 

and beautifulò (The Parlor). Loss is perpetually inscribed in the ambivalent 

mother -daughter relationship.  

Appropriate to being a stand-in or doppelganger for Madam Spiderôs 

absent children, the player characterôs knowledge of herself and the domestic 

environment is uncanny. In his seminal essay from 1919 entitled ñThe 

óUncanny,ôò Sigmund Freud examines this condition, termed das 

unheimliche  in German (literally translated as óthe unhomelyô), as an 

aesthetic related not to beauty but to ñqualities of feelingò (219).67 Freud 

states that the uncanny ñis that class of frightening which leads back to what 

is known of old and long familiar,ò or, to put it another way, ñthe uncanny is 

something which is secretly familiarò (220, 245). For instance, a ghost of a 

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 uncanny, it 
is because the barriers between the known and the unknown are teetering on 
the brink of collapse. (ñThe Uncannyò 130, original emphases) 

Punterôs description illustrates the large spectrum of uncanny possibilities 

which trouble the barriers of th e known and the unknown, a hinterland 

which directly relates to Gothic writingôs preoccupation with ñboundaries 

and their inst abilitiesò (Horner and Zlosnik 1). The uncanny is a ubiquitous 

trope in Gothic criticism which, while particularly pertinent to in stances of 

domestic terror in its connotations as óthe unhomelyô (Lloyd-Smith, 

American Gothic Fiction  75), may also be relevant for a myriad of narrative 

                                                             
67 Freudôs development of the term 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 Zlosnik, 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.68 In the first phase of Deeôs interactive fiction, the uncanny is 

apparent in player character anxieties related to unexpected unfamiliarity 

and surprising familiarity.  

The player characterôs unfamiliarity with aspects of the domestic 

environment and herself rein forces her dependent relationship to Madam 

Spider. Although the interactive fictionôs prologue indicates that the player 

character is already cognizant of her duties and the threat of being eaten if 

she fails, the passage concludes with the player character wondering, ñ[b]ut 

where to begin? And why does it all feel so unfamiliar?ò (The Parlor). The 

uncanny gaps in the player characterôs knowledge of the environment 

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 produces the following reply: ñYou 

canôt stand it any longer; you must know. óWho am I, Madam Spider? How 

did I get here?ô She inhales deeply before responding. óThere are some things 

that are best left alone for the time beingôò (The Parlor). The significance of 

this existential question for the mother -child relationship is evident in the 

player characterôs inability to ñstand it any longerò and the spiderôs deep 

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 Spiderôs implied knowledge of the player characterôs 

essential óidentityô asserts her power in the mother-child relationship.  

Juxtaposed to the strange absence of essential knowledge, the player 

characterôs odd familiarity with past qualities of the domestic environment 

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 described as follows: ñThe paneled 

music room may once have been full of song and laughter (for some reason 

you do not doubt this), but now everything is quiet, still. Even the air around 

you carries a certain staleness.ò While awareness of the past is indubitable, 

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 ñan instrument of literary criticism,ò see Punter and Byron 283. For studies which explore the poetics of the 

uncanny in depth, see Royle, The Uncanny and Castle, The Female Thermometer.  



Chapter Three: Family Destabilization and Monsters  in Madam Spiderôs Web 

117  

by the source of her certainty. A similar comment about her memory of the 

piano keyboard shows the player characterôs increased anxiety regarding the 

provenance of her memories: ñ(And from what deep, dark corner of your 

memory did this information originat e?)ò (The Music Room). Finally, 

although it is not described as threatening, the open attic door causes the 

player character to feel ña little rush of fear. Why are you doing this? Youôre 

not sure, but [. . .] you are filled with the certainty that there i s something up 

there that you needò (The Childrenôs Room). The player characterôs 

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 suggest the 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 ñthe uncanny, at root, suggests the 

uncontrollable nature of memory, of trauma, of hauntingò (ñThe Uncannyò 

136). The player characterôs strange memories suggest that the past is 

unexpectedly invoked in the present in such a manner that the loss inherent 

to the domestic environment is entwined with the player characterôs loss of 

self-coherence. The figurative ódark cornersô of the house are congruent with 

the ñdark cornersò of the player characterôs memory, a dissolution of the 

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 Madam Spiderôs Web with traditional Gothic 

fiction . Narratives of ñdomestic uneaseò have a long history in the Gothic and 

houses, in particular, feature as sites which articulate ñthe sense of loss and 

disappointment of those within themò (Lloyd-Smith, American Gothic 

Fiction  94; Spooner, ñGothic in the Twentieth Centuryò 41). In traditional 

Gothic fiction where the house is represented as a female domain, the family 

home is often a paradoxical space of power and confinement for female 
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characters.69 In Madam Spiderôs Web, the relationship between Madam 

Spider and the player character is a necessary foundation for both the 

maternal authority of the spider and the player characterôs position of 

ódaughterlyô dependency. However, disappointment and loss in the domestic 

space render this mother-daughter relationship uncertain. While Madam 

Spiderôs absent children are an initial cause of this uncertainty, the player 

characterôs lost self-knowledge and inherent connection to the haunting 

memories of children in the environment make her a constant reminder of 

previous disruptions to  maternal  stability. Al though the vulnerability of 

children is a common problem for the stability of family óhousesô in 

inheritance -focused, eighteenth-century Gothic fiction (Cavallaro 142), the 

plot device is employed in Deeôs interactive fiction to emphasize the threat to 

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 Spiderôs Web utilizes 

a common design convention to configure a subordinated, infantilized role 

for  the player in the surreal phase which is congruent to the player 

characterôs. At the level of media form, the player is put into the familiar 

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 player ñdumped ignorantò into a scenario 

in which the player character has óamnesiaô in order to avoid knowledge 

discrepancies between the player character and player (Short, ñThe Act of 

Misdirectionò; Montfort , ñFretting the Player Characterò 141; Douglass, 

ñCommand Linesò 235). In interactive fiction design discourse this blank 

foundation is positively regarded as an equalizing starting point from which 

the player is to develop through learning to effectively óplayô the work. 

                                                             
69 For an extended study of the domestic terror of female characters in early Gothic narratives, see Ellis, The 

Contested Castle. Domestic spaces, including the Verlac family mansion and the óhomeô in the epilogue, are 

also relevant for the female player characterôs terrors in Anchorhead. 
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Learning, in this sense, typically involves órecoveringô/discovering player 

character self-knowledge as well as ascertaining and using ñcommands, tools 

or actions special to the settingò in order that ñthe player has a feeling that 

time spent on the game is time rewardedò (ñAmnesiaò; Nelson 377). In Deeôs 

interactive fiction, the player characterôs óamnesiaô configures the player as a 

óchildô in the sense that s/he must learn about the environment through 

exploration and trial and error via the player characterôs child-like position 

within it. Employing this recognizable interactive fiction convention to 

configure the role of the player to that of a fellow óchildô creates a blank 

foundation, but also encourages player expectations regarding the ability to 

develop. 

The playerôs role as a child is maintained, however, by the perceived 

absence of a systematic set of rules and organization of meaning in the 

domestic space. The confusing incoherence of the surreal environment 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 

ólogicô of the two primary puzzles in the house prohibits learning by 

precluding the playerôs ability to plan ahead when solving the puzzles. The 

two chores which Madam Spider gives the player character include ñótidying 

up [. . .] the bathroom and the music room,ôò a verb phrase which suggests 

activities to do with cleaning or ordering (The Parlor). However, meanings 

are not fixed; if asked for clarification Madam Spider will describe the 

bathroom chore as óexterminationô and the music room chore as putting 

things back in place (The Parlor). This shift in meaning is demonstrated by 

The Bathroom puzzleôs solution, which involves killing the snake in the 

bathtub with an acid -like substance referred to as ócleanser,ô despite the fact 

that the more logical tool for extermination is suggested in the umbrellaôs 

ñdangerously sharp tip.ò In addition, in the larger context of behaviors in the 

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 puzzle, the meaning pair ótidying upô/óputting things 

back in placeô takes on a spectrum of additional meanings as it involves 
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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 necessary 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), determining the correct sequence of keys in order to play a ósongô 

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 the ósongô opens the pianoôs lid to reveal that it is actually a 

ñhidden safeò (The Music Room). While some of these steps clearly conform 

to ótidying up,ô as with the snake the player is unable to preconceive a 

strategy for solving the puzzle as each step in the process provides 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) hinders the playerôs development of a cohesive 

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, ñrigid codes and fixed patterns of meaningò in 

Gothic narratives (Cavallaro 135). However, the situation is likely to be 

frustrating for the player. The emphasis on ócompletionô and ósolutionô in 

interactive fiction design discourse relates to puzzles in context; the player 

should be able to develop a ñworking understandingò of an interactive fiction 

ñworldò to the extent that s/he can explain ñwhy the puzzle works the way it 

doesò (ñSolutionò; see Nelson 365). The inexplicable snake and piano puzzles 

in Deeôs interactive fiction are thus likely to generate a greater expectation of 

systematic meaning and the ability to play with forethought later in the 

interactive fiction  when more of the óworldô is revealed.  

The playerôs traversal through the domestic environment may be 

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 childôs encounter with the adult 
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system of codes and meanings common to much didactic childrenôs 

literature, the playerôs constant difficulty interpreting the surreal 

environment and purposefully guiding the player character is likely to create 

frustration a nd 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 again. More figuratively, the player characterôs 

desire to óbehaveô correctly is apparent in negative replies to several player 

commands. Dinnerware cannot be removed from the china cabinet because 

the player character feels ñ[i]t wouldnôt be worth the trouble,ò a desire to 

avoid hassle or punishment from a more powerful source which is echoed in 

the response to an attempt to open the umbrella: ñItôs unlucky to open an 

umbrella in the house!ò (The Dining Room). Further evidence of Madam 

Spiderôs pragmatic influence on the player character appears in the reply 

denying use of the oven: ñ[y]ou have no need to cook right nowò (The 

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 tha t the player ñwanders 

around looking at things but not  really accomplishing anything important ò 

(Shiovits) or  which emphasize the lack of investment directly: ñI didnôt like it 

as much as I kept feeling I shouldò (Whyld).  This distance keeps the playerôs 

role configured to that of a child in the family, and further reinforces the 

playerôs expectation of coherent interpretation and relevant accomplishment 

later in the work .  

Subordinated by limitations to interpretation and steered by restrictions 

to agency, the playerôs óoppressionô by the contextual and formal rules in the 

first phase of Madam Spiderôs Web may provoke a desire to attack the 

oppressor. Programmed as a possibility 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 is apparent in Madam Spiderôs empty 
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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 to make this happen, even via the óannoyingô repetition of 

something Madam Spider dislikes (The Parlor). On the other hand, the 

player can get the player character to ókillô Madam Spider. This act appears to 

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 

spider indicates hesitation: ñsomething holds you back from delivering the 

blow.ò The reply to the repeated command embellishes on this idea: ñone 

minor detail is nagging at you: Madam Spider has never harmed you, as far 

as you can rememberò (The Parlor). If the player enters the same command 

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, this ómatricide,ô if carried out, asserts the playerôs 

role as a subordinated child who profoundly  transgresses the codes of the 

parent-child relationship. Rather than ófreeingô the player, her or his 

subordination is immediately reemphasized. Destroying Madam Spider 

results in the ópunishmentô that the child -like player character suffers what is 

presumed to be eternal captivity in the house and the interactive fiction 

immediately ends with the line: ñ[y]ou have been caught in the webò (The 

Parlor).  óWebô here functions as a synonym for óhomeô as well as its 

established equivalent in Gothic fiction, ófamily stability.ô At the level of 

media form, the disinterested player who performs this action is also 

ópunishedô by the interactive fictionôs abrupt ending. Like plots in traditional 

Gothic 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), Deeôs interactive fiction provides the player with the potential for 

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 Spiderôs dominance or other ambivalent responses 

which nonetheless underscore the structures of authority and subordination 

in the family house. In contrast to the player characterôs fear of the giant 

arachnid and troubling self -fragmentation, the playerôs reception of 
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recognizable fictional elements in the surreal domestic phase is likely to 

generate tragicomic responses. As an intelligent and  physically large 

monster, Madam Spider represents a well-known 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 

effect of what Avril Horner and Sue Zlosnik describe as a ñdeconstructionist 

turnò 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, Gothicôs tendency to hybridity makes 
possible a mixed response to the loss of transcendence that characterizes the 
modern condition. (3)  

The playerôs reception of the clich®d elements of the initial phase of Madam 

Spiderôs Web are incongruously juxtaposed to the player characterôs subtext 

of fear and self-fragmentation so as to create a hybrid reception of the work 

as both humorous and horrifying. Fa miliar conceits in the formulaic Gothic 

genre are a catalyst for what critics have identified as increasingly 

ambivalent responses to contemporary Gothic texts (Botting, Gothic 

Romanced 22; Horner and Zlosnik  17; Spooner, Contemporary Gothic 155-

56). Regardless of the playerôs emotional identification with the player 

character, the familiar intertextual qualities of the interactive fiction support 

a comedic turn in the Gothic work.  

Although details which imply Madam Spiderôs threatening power over the 

player character can be interpreted as amusing and trite to the player, this 

Gothic hybridity only reinforces the arachnidôs dominance in the family 

relationship(s). In the configured role as a fellow subordinated óchild,ô the 

playerôs amusement challenges the authority of the monster/mother, and 

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 ñover in the high-backed rocking chair, her lower legs firmly planted 

on the floor to keep her from careening forwardò (The Parlor). With this 

slapstick image of physical violence the ever-knitting 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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playerôs humorous appraisal of Madam Spiderôs awkward corporeality 

functions as a subordinateôs subjective devaluation of the adultôs symbolic 

source of power. Despite the hybridity of these responses (fear and mocking 

humor), their needful emotional  bases are indicative of the spiderôs 

dominant power. Player mirth at the spiderôs familiar villainous qualities 

reinforces her authoritative role in the scenario while highlighting its 

constructedness. The malicious threat inferred in Madam Spiderôs 

willingness to laugh at the player characterôs potential harm may be a 

recognizable trope which is regarded with humorous derision by the player. 

If asked for clarification regarding what to do in the bathroom, the spiderôs 

reply is: ñóThere is a problem that needs. . . exterminating.ô She chuckles a 

little. It is a horrible whee zing sound.ò If the player character discovers the 

snake and asks for further clarification from Madam Spider, the reply reads: 

ñóBe a dear and take care of that for me,ô she says, with humor in her voiceò 

(The Parlor). In both instances, Madam Spiderôs amusement at the 

physically dangerous task signals the characterôs intertextual association 

with villains in popular fiction and media. 70 The arachnidôs óevil laughterô 

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, the playerôs laughter at the player character emphasizes the 

ambivalence of the subordinate position in the family relationship(s). Player 

laughter at the óadultô spider is a mild defiance of the rules and codes of the 

adult world, a laughter which may be ósharedô with the player character. On 

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 scenario, involves a collusion in or at least recognition 

of the player characterôs uncertain, surrogate role in the primary family 

relationship. In her investigation of comedy among ósubordinatesô in a 

dominant power structure, A udrey Bilger suggests the term ñviolent comedyò 

to describe a: 

                                                             
70 The óevil laughô of a villain is a clich®d yet popular device in contemporary fiction. For discussions of this 

trope, see ñEvil Laugh,ò Wikipedia  and ñEvil Laugh,ò Television Tropes and Idi oms. 
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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 workôs tendency towards formal deconstruction 

through the depiction of the shared, highly ambivalent condition of the 

ósubordinatesô who are necessary to sustain the dominant power structures 

which govern the narrative. Bilgerôs work focuses on eighteenth-century 

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 Spiderôs Web derive from the óadultô 

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 
bulbous red eyes stares back at you. It is the head of a fly (and it mustôve been 
a giant) resting in a pool of mucky red liquid. You let out a small shriek and 
drop the lid back on the pan, which clangs loudly. ñLet that be for now,ò 
Madam Spider calls from the next room. ñIt needs to marinate for another 
hour or so.ò You take a few deep breaths and wait for your heart to stop racing. 
(The Kitchen)  

While the player character is disturbed by her discovery, the passage 

presents a number of comedic images. First, the ñsmall shriekò and dropped 

lid are exaggeratedly dramatic actions from the player character which 

border on melodrama. Second, Madam Spiderôs comment functions to 

abruptly change the potential meaning of the fly head from item of 

threatening, macabre gore (symbol of the spiderôs aggression) to practical 

foodstuff, an anticlimax approaching bat hos. 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 ñstareò creates an absurd tableau of the player 

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 

ófoodô for the spider. While the player characterôs physical, horrified reaction 

is brief, the incident is most l ikely 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 playerôs mirth and pity at the player characterôs fearful 

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 Spiderôs Web produces a 

traditional Gothic t ale of  domestic horror. As a surrogate óchildô for Madam 

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 Spiderôs dominant mother 

while simultaneously highlighting the uncertainty of the relationship, as well 

as the positions within it. The playerôs traversal of this phase is further 

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, the playerôs infantilized role provides 

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 -Grotesque in Madam Spiderôs Web 

In terms of both coherence and structure, there is an inherent fragmentation 

between the initial, dominating surreal phase of Madam Spiderôs Web and 

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 Colleenôs grotesque degradation in the surreal phase functions to 

highlight the ( hidden) constriction  she experiences in her órealô domestic 

space in the driving phase, an amplification and explication of  her self-

constructed fears and anxieties which aligns Deeôs interactive fiction with 

contemporary, female Gothic works. As part of this move to the explicit, 

Madam Spider is understood as a grotesque projection of Colleen, a split-self 

intimately connected to her own domestic space. As Colleenôs ómonster 

within,ô Madam Spider is the figurative representation Colleenôs fears as well 
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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 playerôs already limited sense of accomplishment in 

the surreal phase. In addition, in a complete traversal of Deeôs interactive 

fiction  the seemingly irrelevant food sac encountered in a closet in the 

surreal phase is understood as a ópuzzle,ô albeit an inexplicable one, which 

forces the player to unknowingly affect the player character in profound, 

potentially harmful way s. These estranging, Gothic-grotesque 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 

player in Madam Spiderôs Web. 

Played to one of the three ócompleteô conclusions for the first time, Deeôs 

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 

Madam Spiderôs Web. Although traversal orders the work into the surreal 

spiderôs house phase, the driving (and accident) phase and then the hospital 

phase, these situations transpire in the following order: automobile accident, 

surreal phase (as a ódreamô while in the hospital), hospital. The different 

levels of perceived órealityô make the interactive fictionôs non-chronological 

progression more complex for a player to decipher. This fragmented 

narrative, as well as the lack of scoring and few puzzles in Madam Spiderôs 

Web makes the work an example of what Daniel Keller refers to as 

contemporary, óexperimentalô interactive fiction (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 (ñIF Clichesò; Short, ñThe Act of 

Misdirectionò). Thus, the lack of unification with regard to the disparate 

elements in Madam Spiderôs Web is commented upon in reviews which 

claim that ñthe pieces just donôt fit togetherò or more specifically criticize the 
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ñtoo sketchyò connection between the dream phase and the realistic phases 

of the work (Horvath; Carrey; see Maher, ñIF Comp 2006ò).71 Despite the 

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 the óstoryô and unfulfilled 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 something has been achieved will 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 Bakhtinôs concept of carnivalesque social 

inversions in pre-Romantic European carnivals, Wolfgang Kayserôs 

investigation of the Romantic and post-Romantic, interior, uncanny qualities  

of the grotesque and Gothic fictionôs appropriation of the transgressive, 

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) 

Bakhtinôs carnival, as a model for the grotesque, is politically equalizing, 

celebrates ambivalence and emphasizes the material body in all of its cycles. 

The essential tenet of the grotesque is ñdegradation, that is, the lowering of 

all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it  is a transfer to the material levelò 

(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 focused on the positive, social óbecomingô of 

the grotesque in the Middle Ages (see 28-29, 37, 46; Spooner, 

Contemporary Gothic  66-67). From a different perspective, Kayserôs The 

Grotesque in Art and Literature examines the themes of the grotesque 

                                                             
71 Reviewers Carrey and Horvath compare Madam Spiderôs Web to Adam Cadreôs Photopia. Photopia 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 

discourse concerns regarding unity and coherence. For examples of how Cadreôs work is valued for these 

traits, see Short, ñThe Act of Misdirectionò; Stevens, Rev. of Photopia ; and OôBrian, ñ1998 Competition Game 

Reviews.ò 
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related to ñominous, nocturnal and abysmal featuresò which create lonely 

fear and profound epistemological doubt (18). Whereas degradation is 

positive in its potentiality for Bakhtin, Kayser describes grotesque inversion 

as a ñdisintegration of orderò which leads to an individualôs uncanny 

estrangement from the world (67, 184). 72 Within Kayserôs sinister sense of 

the grotesque, the body, a human form of cyclical renewal for Bakhtin, is 

associated with hybrid monsters who exhibit an ñunnatural fusion of organic 

realmsò (such as the anthropomorphic Madam Spider) or animals which he 

categorizes as vermin (such as the snake, rat and spider who feature 

prominently in the dream phase) which may suggest ñabysmal ominousnessò 

to a human (183, 182). In literary criticism investigating the grotesque, the 

ñcomic grotesqueò has come to be associated with Bakhtin, while ñthe 

grotesque as strange and uncannyò is associated with Kayser; however, these 

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 claims that ñBakhtinôs idea of a joyous, rejuvenating 

ócarnivalesqueôò is reconciled to the more Kayserian ñrelentless negativismò 

in Gothic horror through the ge nreôs ñgleeful excessivenessò (ñAbject and 

Grotesque,ò 142, original emphasis). Gothic works repeatedly deal with 

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 to Spooner 

a revival of Bakhtinôs folk grotesque in contemporary Gothic which she calls 

the ñóGothic-Carnivalesqueôò where ñthe sinister is continually shading into 

the comic and vice versaò (Contemporary Gothic 68-69). Spooner relates the 

Gothic-Carnivalesque to Horner and Zlosnikôs idea of the hybrid, comic turn 

in Gothic fiction, and it is clearly relevant for Hurleyôs discussion of the 

ógleeful excessivenessô of modern Gothic forms. Considered in the context of 

the completed work, the initial phase of Madam Spiderôs Web is governed by 

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 Spiderôs Web. In The Politics and Poetics of 

Transgression , Peter Stallybrass and Allon White build partly on precepts of 

the grotesque when they argue that the ñhuman body, psychic forms, 

geographical space and the social formation are all constructed within 

interrelating and dependent hierarchies of high and lowò which are 

fundamental to ñmechanisms of ordering and sense-making in European 

culturesò (2-3). Degradation within these hierarchies brings high things low. 

In the interactive fiction, the hierarchical structure of the symbolic domain 

of the player characterôs ñpsychic formò is inverted; the dream phase in 

which the player character is óunconsciousô (low) is the focus of the bulk of 

the work, while the realistic phases where the player character is óconsciousô 

(high) are exceedingly brief.73 This inversion of the player characterôs psychic 

hierarchy accompanies the inversion of her role in the ñsocial formationò of 

her family. In the realistic phases the player character is identified as 

ñColleen Kemp, antiques dealer, wife, 36-year-old mother of twoò (Driving 

Down the Highway, December 28th). Colleenôs independent profession and 

authorita tive 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 characterôs psychic form and social formation relates 

to governing dominant and governed subordin ate positions, or as Stallybrass 

and White contend, degradation ñattacks the authority of the egoò (183). 

Although traversal of Madam Spiderôs Web suggests that the player 

character moves up rather than down on psychic and familial hierarchies, 

the actual chronology of events in the narrative which is producedðthe 

ósolutionô to the puzzle of the disruptive chronology in the workðemphasizes 

her movement from Colleen in the driving phase to surrogate child in the 

dream phase. 

The player characterôs psychic and familial degradation is Gothic, 

however, in that moving low entails not freedom but uncanny constriction in 

a gendered domestic space. Brought low, the female player characterôs 

fragmented meld with the family home in the first phase is an excessive, 

                                                             
73 The term ópsychicô here is broad, as Stallybrass and White use it to designate the abstract, aesthetic, 

psychological, spiritual, imaginary or otherwise intangible qualities of the mind 2 -3, 26, 193-194. 
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explicit projection  of Colleenôs contemporary domestic curtailment , a 

ónarrativeô strategy of visualizing fears which aligns Madam Spiderôs Web 

with contemporary female Gothic fiction . While the adult player character, 

Colleen, is never seen in her house, the driving phase of the interactive 

fiction indicates congruent familial constrictions in a contemporary 

ódomesticô space. The family automobile, an ñold station wagonò which 

Colleen can drive ñwithout paying any attention at allò because it is ñsecond 

natureò to her, is a contemporary site of maternal authority in the American 

setting of the realistic phases of interactive fiction (Driving Down the 

Highway, December 28th).74 For Colleen, the car is a restrictive family space 

both physically and mentally. Fami ly concerns govern driving destinations 

and Colleenôs piloting performance. The implied typical behavior of ferrying 

her boys involves specific destinations and cautious driving which Colleen, as 

an individual, dislikes: ñ[n]ormally, with the kids dropped off, youôd put the 

pedal to the metal, but recent snowstorms have iced over the roads these 

past few days making driving conditions less than idealò (Driving Down the 

Highway, December 28th). In this phase, Colleen is travelling north to attend 

her grandfatherôs funeral instead of a ñsecond honeymoonò she has planned 

with her husband, which is further evidence of the familyôs commandeering 

influence on the domestic spaceôs destination. Relationships with the male 

members of her family determine Colleenôs use of the car.  

Alongside these physical effects, the player characterôs mental and 

emotional awareness of her family is prominent and inhibiting while she is 

driving. Colleenôs children, sister-in-law, husband, grandfather and sister are 

noted in this shor t phase, all in relation to social constraints such as a favor 

owed or a promise not kept (Driving Down the Highway, December 28 th). In 

particular, Colleen is upset by her own lack of concern for her grandfather: 

How could it have been so long since youôd 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 th) 

                                                             
74 References to topical details, American English word preferences and North American spellings suggest 

that Madam Spiderôs Web features an American setting.  



The Gothic in Contemporary Interactive Fictions  

132  

These memories are framed by what is implied to be Colleenôs guilt for not 

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 Colleenôs children, 

who represent a potential future loss. The reply which follows this memory 

reads: ñ[a]nd then leaving the twins behind [. . .] it hurt to have to leave them 

nowò (Driving Down the Highway, December 28th). Pain is once again 

related to a loss incurred by managing the domestic space: the children have 

been ejected and are increasingly farther away. Colleenôs sense of guilt for 

this act is suggested by the next reply: ñNo matter, no matter, you tell 

yourself.  Youôre only doing what you have to doò (Driving Down the 

Highway, December 28th). This statement reinforces Colleenôs role as 

authoritative and responsible mother but also, as it is meant to override her 

apparent individual feelings of guilt, indicates the emotional dilemmas 

induced by her conflicting roles within the family. Colleenôs guilty dilemmas 

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. In Colleenôs automotive domestic environment her respective roles as 

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 creates subtle conflicts between roles which 

destabilize her position. In contrast, in Madam Spiderôs house the legitimacy 

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, aligns Madam 

Spiderôs Web with contemporary female Gothic narrative traditions in which 

the grotesque functions in conjunction with visual representations of a 

female characterôs fears (Moers 142, see Kahane 243-44). Colleenôs grotesque 

degradation in the dream phase involves óoccupyingô a body intertwined with 

the realm of the fears and guilt she experiences related to her roles within 

her primarily male family.  

In the amplification of fears which  the dream phase represents, Colleenôs 

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 of sympathy. As a ñcultural projection of an 

inner state,ò the grotesque body ñis never entirely locatable in or apart from 

the psyche which depends upon the body image as a ópropôò (Russo 9). The 

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 

(listening to the radio is Colleenôs only individually fulfilling pastime in the 

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 the player characterôs self-memory, the giant arachnid also 

seems to órememberô Colleenôs automobile accident. The ósongô the player 

character plays on the piano consists of sounds from the accident. If asked 

about the song, Madam Spider notes ñóthat song brought back memoriesôò 

(The Parlor). Finally, Madam Spider is most clearly presented as a corporeal 

projection of Colleen if the player character ókillsô the arachnid. Immediately 

prior to the player characterôs attack, ñMadam Spider seems to read your 

mindò and offers no resistance. After being stabbed the spider tells the player 

character, ñó[y]ou have made a grave mistake,ôò disappears, and the player 

character, trapped in the house with no doorknobs and unopenable 

windows, solemnly ñtake[s] a seat in her rocking chair and reach[es] for the 

needles . . .ò (The Parlor). As this ómurderô of the being who has knowledge of 

the player characterôs thoughts and memories ends the interactive fiction, 

Madam Spiderôs inherent symbiosis with the player character as mother to 

child, as projection of the adult Colleen, or as monster within is emphasized. 

Contrasted to the child player characterôs threatening sense of the adult 

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 

self and other (Botting, ñAftergothicò 286). As part of Colleen and yet distinct 

from her, Madam Spider provides a shape for the fears and possibilities of 

Colleenôs individuality in the context of family relationships.  

Madam Spiderôs grotesque openness makes explicit the self-created 

family bonds which define the domestic environment. Foreshadowed in the 

hidden self-memories the player character ódiscoversô in the house and 

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 

ñalways conceiving,ò according to Bakhtin (21) and ñis never closed off from 

either its social or ecosystemic contextò (Stallybrass and White 22).  

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 which seem to ñgo out beyond the 

bodyôs confinesò (White 170, Bakhtin 316-17). 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 part of Colleenôs multiple self, represents only a possible 

ójoiningô of parts in hindsight interpretation. The other notable orifice in the 

spiderôs body is not directly described, but its productive, extended effects 

are highly evident. As no description of yarn or other appropriat e source 

material is provided, the ever-knitting arachnid presumably uses sil k spun 

from her own spinnerets .75 Her corporeal openness is evident throughout the 

house which she claims to have ñóbuilt from the ground up,ôò as it is 

consistently likened to a web (The Parlor). For example, the beaded curtain 

in The Music Room is ñcomposed of strands of ivory rondellesò and the 

wallpaper in The Parlor is a óToileô print, a word which ambiguously refers to 

an ornate style of wallpaper but also, as toilé , to an inwrought pattern in 

lace-making (ñToil®ò). Knitting, then, is a metaphorical act of re -conceiving 

the house/web, of managing and forming the domestic space in a manner 

which reflects Colleenôs piloting management of her own automotive 

domestic space. More specifically, knitting creates metonymic associations to 

Madam Spiderôs troubled family relationships. Most of her offspring died 

after emerging from the silken egg sac, the disappointingly non-

communicative twins are nonetheless ñó[e]xcellent spinnersôò and the 

surrogate óchildô player character is given a blanket knit by the arachnid at 

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 

                                                             
75 Though this part of Madam Spiderôs anatomy is not directly represented in the interactive fiction, spiders 

typically have more than one spinneret. 
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not seem to possess in óreality.ô As a monster/mother, Madam Spider 

functions as an object of desire which contests the foundation of Colleenôs 

dilemma-ridden position in her primarily male family. Madam Spiderôs role 

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 the óchildô player character, Colleen and 

this monstrous mothe r traces a common narrative structure in what Susanne 

Becker describes as feminine forms of Gothic fictions: the ñsubject-in-

relation with a gothic figure like the ómonstrous-feminineô [. . .] posits a 

radical attack on the constraints of óWomanô: the feminine ideal in a specific 

cultural, historical contextò (41). In Madam Spiderôs Web, the feminine ideal 

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 sister-in-law, but in her óthoughtsô about her family and her 

grandfather, no mention is made of her parents and, in particular, her 

mother. In Gothic fiction, the ñdynamics of lack and alienation in the generic 

gothic isolation and in the motherless situation of the gothic heroine 

constitute a typical ground for desire,ò especially desire for ñanother woman 

or for a female communityò (Becker 52). While Colleen has a ñfemale 

communityò in her sister and sister-in-law, the more relevant object of desire 

is a guiding mother. Although Diane Long Hoeveler suggests that what is 

desired in female Gothic fiction is the ñreconfiguration of the parental figures 

[. . .] as ambivalent psychic and emotional constructions of power and 

powerlessness combinedò (23), it is the desire for 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 

Colleenôs web of fears. The adult player characterôs monster within is a role 

model for navigating t he web of family constrictions.  
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The Disintegration of Order: Configuring the Playerôs Monster 

Within  

Unlike the parallel óchildô roles of the player character and player in initial 

traversal of the first phase, the playerôs programmed roles in the three 

phases of Madam Spiderôs Web do not match the player characterôs 

grotesque inversion and self-fragmentation. However, the poetics of the 

grotesque emphasize the playerôs óembodiedô sense of control in the first 

phase in contrast to the regulated and ódistancedô role of the player in the 

latter phases. Players value what theorists have described as the óillusionô of 

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 

Inform 6, the óparticipatoryô agency and reading involved in playing an 

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, while agency involves the playerôs ability to make 

decisions and enter commands which affect the player characterôs situation 

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 presented as much more important than reading for the 

playerôs sense of control in interactive fiction design discourse. Several pages 

on The Interactive Fiction Wiki emphasize as fundamental the playerôs 

ability to actively determine the actions of the player character (see ñRails, 

being on,ò ñAgencyò), while others indicate the negative connotations of 

excessive reading in a work  (see ñTextdump,ò ñCutsceneò). In Madam 

Spiderôs Web, the illusion of control granted by player agency is greatest in 

the dream phase, where it is possible to óembodyô the player character to the 

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 contradi cts interactive fiction 

design discourse and constricts the playerôs programmed role in a Gothic-

grotesque manner. In the driving phase, possible commands are limited to 

non-physical actions such as looking/examining, th inking/remembering or 

listening. In addition to this ódisembodiedô configuration, player commands 

are shown to be irrelevant to the progression of predetermined narrative 
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replies (Driving Down the Highway, December 28 th). The playerôs agency is 

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 playerôs programmed role functions to 

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 

órealisticô phases of the interactive fiction implies a lack of control in the real 

world for the player. Relegating the player to an agency-less reader goes 

against interactive fiction design discourse, but is grotesque in the emphasis 

it places on the overt fabrication of the playerôs role and the estrangement or 

distance it creates between the player and the work.76 The grotesque 

highlights the ñrelativity of prevailing truths and authoritiesò for Bakhtin 

(11), an illumination of the artificiality of prescriptive authority which Kayser 

correlates to ñthe confusion, the incongruence, the whirling heterogeneity of 

modern lifeò (Hurley, ñAbject and Grotesqueò 141). Configured to essentially 

óreadô the work at a distance in the driving and hospital phases, the albeit 

limited illusion of control the player enjoys in the first phase is highlighted 

and questioned. This Gothic destabilization of the playerôs role points to 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, realistic settings of Deeôs interactive fiction. For the human 

subject constructed by the interactive fiction, there is an overt loss of control 

in ñmodern life,ò especially when it comes to family relationships. 

Alongside the Gothic-grotesque destabilization of the playerôs role in 

successive phases of Madam Spiderôs Web, the inexplicable relevance of the 

cornerstone object in the arachnidôs house undermines the positive value of 

player ócontrolô in the dream phase. The three possible endings for a 

complete traversal of Madam Spiderôs Web are governed by the indiscernible 

cause-and-effect sequence related to the fate of the web-encased 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 spaces in console-based video games, in ñNot of 

Woman Bornò Taylor suggests that interactive Gothic works ñexcel in disruptingò typical normative practices 

in design as well as the cultural values which underpin those conventions or practices 111.  




































































































































































