
 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

A computer game is not one more channel 
added to all those other media that we 
constantly monitor. It is a rival package of 
channels, an alternative reality that demands 
total attention, a space that compresses the 
logic of all other spaces into itself. 

 
M. Wigley, Gamespace 
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Abstract 

The analysis of videogames as a cultural artifact, over the past three 
decades, has engendered two major academic standpoints, each one focusing 
on different aspects of the medium. Narratologists examine videogames as 
medium whose primary characteristic is their capability to tell a story, while 
Ludologists maintain a viewpoint that focuses on the examination of videogames 
as interactive systems, heavy relying in their rules. In recent years, an attempt to 
bridge this duality in approaches is developing, as more and more academics 
recognize that the complexities videogames incorporate cannot be analyzed by 
solely utilizing one of the abovementioned approaches. Aarseth stresses that "the 
predominant feature of videogames is spatiality"1, and this note reflects the position 
that the key analysis factor for videogames is space. Wigley observes that "video 
game designers sell space. The plethora of available games is an encyclopedia of 
spatial systems, a detailed list of architectural types. To choose a game is to 
choose an architecture"2. In order to analyze this space, the concept of 
heterotopia is utilized, a concept attributed to Foucault. In this way we recognize 
that videogame space is not a homogeneous construct, but consists of different 
dynamically interacting spatial layouts. In order to recognize these layouts, we turn 
to Lefebvre's triadic model, attributing one aspect of gamespace to each one of 
the concepts of 'conceived', 'perceived' and 'lived' space. This allows us to 
recognize and categorize the different spatial qualities creating the gamespace. 
Notions like Representation, Narrative and Rules are examined under the lens of 
space-producing forces. Finally, specific videogames are analyzed with a focus on 
how different spatial modalities rendered simultaneously shape the spatial 
constructs we see on the screen. 



  

The purpose of this thesis is to construct a holistic framework, under which, 
different spatial notions, as expressed in videogames, can be classified, examined 
and compared. Ultimately, this analysis aims to provide a toolkit that renders the 
forces that shape the space of videogames more comprehensible and easier to 
manipulate. 

Purpose of this thesis 

Background 

Present thesis draws heavily from papers and academic essays analyzing the 
philosophical extensions of space and how we perceive the world around us, 
juxtaposing those extensions with academic works tasked with analyzing different 
aspects of the space of games – both physical and digital. Thus, works such as 
Foucault’s “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias”, Lefebvre’s “The 
Production of Space” and Huizinga’s “Homo Ludens” are considered theoretical 
cornerstones of present work. Furthermore, in order to specifically orientate analysis 
towards the examination of space in digital games, attention primarily turns to 
McGregor’s “Gamespace: Play and Architecture in Videogames” and 
Stockburger’s “Rendered Arena” academic papers.  These papers peruse 
videogames space under the lens of architecture. Consequently, they are finally 
examined in parallel with writing projects that discuss the significance of 
architecture in videogames, such as Walz’s “Toward a Ludic Architecture” and 
academic paper collection “Space, Time, Play: Computer games, Architecture 
and Urbanism: The Next Level.” 

Other writings that significantly contributed to the completion of present 
thesis are H. Jenkins’ “Game Design as Narrative Architecture”, M.L. Ryan’s 
“Beyond Myth and Metaphor: The Case of Narrative in Digital Media”, E. Adams’ 
“The Role of Architecture in Videogames” and J. Juuls’ “Half-Real: Videogames 
Between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds.” 
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       The paper consists  of four chapters.  In the f i rst  Chapter, cal led 
“Heterotopia and Play”,  a wider conceptual  f ramework is discussed in 
order to establ ish the notion of “space” as an inherent component of 
any type of play – be i t  physical  or digital .  Thus, the concepts of 
“Magic Circle” and “Heterotopia” are simultaneously examined as 
adequate notions in order to understand the characteri stics of any 
space that incorporates play. Furthermore, the notion of Spatial  
Modalit ies is  introduced as a concept that describes the fact that the 
space of digital  games is heterogenous – as al l  heterotopias are – but 
embodies components that can be recognized and analyzed. 
       These components – modal it ies are presented and analyzed in 
detai l  in the Second Chapter, cal led “Spatial  Modal it ies”.  There, 
prevai l ing v ideogame characteristics such as Representation, Rules 
and Narrative are examined as forces that shape the space of 
v ideogames and thus recognized as the “Spatial  Modal it ies” of 
v ideogames. Moreover, further analysis  elaborates on different sub-
categories regarding these three modal it ies.  Representation Modal ity 
is examined under the lens of how the player engages  with space – 
either experiential ly or symbol ical ly. Narrative Modal ity focuses on 
the clues or background envi ronmental storytel l ing can address 
about a certain plot or historical  t ime. F inal ly, Rules Modal ity refers to 
the way different game mechanics dictate a different design of  
space. Ul timately, those Modal it ies are recognized as the tools 
designers uti l ize in order to shape the spaces where each game takes 
place. 
        The purpose of the Third Chapter is to elucidate how all  
aforementioned modal it ies cooperate and how this interaction 
shapes the spaces of certain v ideogames. In order to better  
understand how different modal it ies account for a different 
conception of gamespace, certain real-l i fe architectural constructs 
are implemented as “control lers” – a spatial  constant that different 
v ideogames implement and negotiate in diverse ways. More 
specif ical ly, the “Ludic Architectures” of the Labyrinth, Castle and 
City are examined as architectural  archetypes, and the way different 
v ideogames alter them in different degrees, helps us understand the 
role Spatial  Modal it ies play in the design and construction of  
gamespace.    
          In the f inal chapter, an epi logue describes the overal l  
conclusions of this project.  
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3.1 Introduction 

In his book Toward A Ludic Architecture: The Space Of Play And Games, Walz 
refers to specific "architectural formats" which, according to him, are physical 
spaces with inherent "ludic qualities”.[1] By this term, Walz refers to the ability of 
certain spaces to allow or incorporate play activities or even entire games. It 
should be noted that for Walz the spatial qualities of these Ludic Architectures, as 
he calls them, are directly related to the concept of Foucault's heterotopia as, as 
he points out, the game has the capacity to isolate the space where it takes place 
from the rest of the world. 

The spaces to be classified are selected according to a variety of criteria, in a 
recording that "in no way contains everything”.[2] According to Aarseth, 
videogames use architectural allegories in order to render their spaces.[3] Various 
videogames using specific Ludic Architectures as an architectural allegory will be 
considered in this thesis. These Ludic Architectures serve as a constant in regard to 
the analysis and classification of the Spatial Modalities making up videogame 
space. 

The Ludic Architectures to be analyzed are those of the Labyrinth, the Castle, 
and the City. The selection was made according to the following criteria: They all 
are man-made environments with a different purpose each, which have 
accompanied mankind for a long time during its history, and in relation with Walz's 
other Ludic Architectures, we notice that they are composed of overlapping 
elements. For example, cities often share common features with both the labyrinth 
and the castle. Lastly, in my personal view, it is important that the above Ludic 
Architectures have a strong presence in videogames, a fact that renders the 
forthcoming examples of games comprehensible even to an audience that does 
not have a particular interest in this medium. 

1 Walz, S. P. (2010). Toward A Ludic Architecture: The Space Of Play And Games. Zürich: ETC Press, page 

133 

 2 Ibid.,page 136 

3 Aarseth, E. (2007). Allegories Of Space. In S. W. Friedrich von Borries, Space Time Play (AN. 44-47). 

Basel, Boston, Berlin: Birkhauser. 
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The examination – analysis of following Ludic Architectures will implement a 
certain workflow: First, reference will be made to the features and qualities they 
have in the real world. Then, the way particular videogames negotiate these 
features will be analyzed, in order to make more fathomable how they are 
differentiated from their real-life counterparts. Finally, these differentiations will be 
associated with the Spatial Modalities analyzed in Chapter Two and different 
aspects of the space of videogames will be assigned to different Modalities. This 
classification does not serve the purpose of stressing which modalities prevail over 
the others, but of revealing a causal link in regards to why a specific Ludic 
Architecture is rendered differently among videogames. 

3.2 Labyrinth 

According to Eco, there are three kinds of labyrinths: 

1. The linear labyrinth, which consists of one path 

2. The maze, which consists of diverge pathways. 

3. The net/rhizome, in which any point can be connected with any other point.[4] 

In this thesis the first two kinds of labyrinth will be considered. From an 
architectural perspective, labyrinths are "closed spaces to be accessed. Their 
primary role is to delay the wanderer as he goes from point A to point B.”[5] Nitsche 
observes that in a classic architectural labyrinth, 

4 Eco, U. (1984). Semiotics And The Philosophy Of Language. London: Macmillan. 
5 Fernandez-Vara, C. (2007). Labyrinth and Maze. Video Game Navigation Challenges. In S. P. Friedrich 

von Borries, Space Time Play: Computer Games, Architecture and Urbanism: The Next Level (AN. 74-77). Basel: 

Birkhauser Publishing., page 74 
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the visual properties associated with shape, size, color, position and orientation are 
used repeatedly in a monotonous way with no dstinct variation.[6] In this attribute, 
according to Nitsche, lies the difficulty in navigating a labyrinth. Walz has a more 
phenomenological approach when confronting the labyrinth as a potential 
playground and emphasizing that its main features are "restriction, confinement, 
obstacles or skill tests, and above all, exploration”.[7] He concludes by distinguishing 
a labyrinth from a maze, saying that the former is "a spatial device that creates 
linear experiences that involve some degree of disorientation but do not require 
the player to make a lot of decisions in order to advance in the game, [...] while 
the maze is a space for non-linear experiences and involves space-based decision-
making as a crucial part of the game”.[8] Finally, it is worth noting that for Nitsche, 
the Labyrinth remains in all cases an Evocative Space because, due to its 
properties, the wanderer knows beforehand that he is going to face orientation 
problems. 

6 Nitsche, M. (2008). Video Game Space. Image, Play and Structure in 3D Game Worlds. London, 

England: The MIT Press., page 182 
7 Walz, S. P. (2010). Toward A Ludic Architecture: The Space Of Play and Games. Zurich: ETC Press, page 

191 
8 Ibid., 193 
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 3.2.1 DOOM VS PACMAN 

                                                                                 

Nitsche observes that "due to the fact that the appearance of videogame 
spaces heavily rely on the location of the camera, the resemblance of each 
labyrinth also depends on how the camera works”.[9] The videogame DOOM (GT 
Interactive, 1993) (Fig. 3.1) is a first-person shooter game. This means that the 
camera represents the player's field of view. DOOM takes place entirely in a 
labyrinth, which the player is called to traverse, while faced with various monster 
opponents whom he has to "kill" using his digital weapons. The player is placed 
inside the Labyrinth and explores it part by part, while he never comprehends the 
overall layout of the building. The player's path is associated with wandering and 
exploration but does not affect the digital world. This leads us to the conclusion 
that the Narrative Modality of the game follows the Internal-Exploratory 
Interactivity. If the camera was in a position that revealed the layout of the 
labyrinth, the structure of the game would change. This is the case in Pac-Man 
(Atari, 1980) (Fig. 3.2), where we actually see a projection of a maze-like space, 
which preserves the architectural qualities specified by Nitsche. 
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9 Nitsche, M. (2008). Video Game Space. Image, Play and Structure in 
3D Game Worlds. London, England: The MIT Press. p.177 



 

In this case the player, although identified with an avatar in the digital world, 
is aware from the outset of the overall layout of the Labyrinth. Whereas in DOOM 
the Labyrinth space is more closely connected to the process of wandering, in 
PacMan it is rendered more like an interactive map (Fig. 3.3). The player's goal is 
not to escape from that area, but to visit all its sections as quickly as possible, 
picking up the digital coins he finds on his way. 

 

The spaces in DOOM are two-dimensional images rendered in 3D 
perspective. This surprisingly detailed - considering the standards of the time - 
representational imaging gives the impression of a three-dimensional labyrinth. The 
fact that the player is inside the Labyrinth does not allow him to perceive the real 
structure of the space. This means that, although the space gives the player the 
impression of a Labyrinth, it is essentially designed as "an intricate complex of 
passageways where there is essentially only one way to go”.[10] On the other hand, 
McGregor observes that the space in PacMan is "composed of lines on a black 
screen, lacking materiality or depth. It seems more like an electric circuit than a 
labyrinth.”[11] It is clear, as far as their representational elements are concerned, 
that PacMan presents a significantly more abstract space than DOOM, providing 
the player with a space that bears just a schematic resemblance to a labyrinth. 
(Fig. 3.4) 

10 Gunzel S., Video Game Spaces As Architectural Metaphors, page 10 

11 McGregor, G. L. (2009). Gamespace: Play & Architecture In Videogames. University Of New South 

Wales., page 112 
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Regarding Rule Modality, we notice that the "digital labyrinths" of the two 
games are used in a quite different way. In the case of DOOM, the first-person-
perspective of the player results in all of Walz’s phenomenological qualities to be 
present. The concepts of restriction, confinement and exploration are basic 
elements that the player perceives as he moves in the gamespace. The labyrinth is 
designed in such a way to delay the player during his journey from point A to point 
B. In that sense, the space gives the player challenges to overcome. In addition to 
the challenges of the space, the player must also overcome the digital enemies 
inhabiting the labyrinth. Therefore, the DOOM space is identified as a hybrid of 
Challenge and Contested Space. These different Spatial Practices follow one 
another depending on where the player is located each time. However, the factor 
that makes this differentiation significant is the overall structure of the Labyrinth, 
which presents the player with a sequence of spaces, placing together narrow 
corridors next to larger platforms. In other words, removing from the DOOM space 
the vertical elements of the labyrinth would change to a large extent both the 
appearance as well as the way the space is used by the player, turning the entire 
gamespace into an arena. (Fig. 3.5-3.6) 

Instead, the PacMan space is used by the player as a space of fast decisions. 
The notions of confinement and exploration are absent, because, due to camera’s 
position, the player knows from the outset every single point in the Labyrinth. Nitsche 
observes that "in a labyrinth presented in floor-plan view, there are no 'surprises' 
lurking 
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around the corners. The demonstration of a skill dominates over a less predictable 
space exploration”.[12] What matters to the player is to collect all the coins while 
trying not to get in touch with the other ghost-like beings who inhabit the maze and 
are programmed to follow him. Therefore, the space in PacMan has much stronger 
Contested Space elements due to the way it is used by the player. As Gunzel 
states, "in the case of Pac-Man, the player does not have to deal with the problem 
of orientation, since the purpose of the game is not about escaping the maze, but 
visiting all of its corridors.”[13] In particular, as in an arena, if we removed the 
enemies from PacMan, the player would be left with nothing to do. (Fig. 3.7-3.8) 

  

  

12 Nitsche, M. (2008). Video Game Space. Image, Play and Structure in 3D Game Worlds. London, 

England: The MIT Press. 

13 Gunzel S., Video Game Spaces As Architectural Metaphors, page 10 
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By comparing the spaces of the two games, we observe that the Rule 
Modality of each space is directly related to the location of the camera. In an 
architectural context such as the Labyrinth, the player's camera position plays a 
significant role, as Nitsche notes. This differentiation strongly influences the different 
spatial practices of the two videogames and largely dictates gameplay. The 
difference in their representational qualities is not so closely related to the other two 
Modalities, as, if the space in PacMan was rendered with more representational 
elements (materiality, depth, individual details), that would have little impact on the 
way it would be used by the player. Similarly, in DOOM's spaces, the differentiation 
of individual architectural elements affects to a lesser extent the way the player 
uses the space. Rendering a wall as a metal instead of a wooden one would have 
little importance: the only thing of importance is that it restricts the player's field of 
view. 
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3.3 Castle 

             Walz is of the opinion that whenever games incorporate - in either an 
obvious or implied way - the archetype of the castle, it can be understood that the 
activity of the game will revolve around some sort of conflict between opposing 
teams. He also thinks that the castle has some intrinsic ludic qualities that make it a 
useful tool for game designers. The latter often reproduce these qualities or use the 
image of the castle in order to provide the player with the information he needs. 
According to Walz, the qualities of the castle as a Ludic Architecture are the 
following: 

1. "Because of its scale, the castle is admirable and expresses force, not only 
to invaders but also to populations living nearby, whom it controls”.[14] 

2. Although the castle has many different sides, "it always remains an 
expression of fortification and confinement and is therefore a form of military 
architecture”.[15] 

3. "Castles are usually forts or obstacles that have to be overcome. They can 
be surrounded by walls with sharp poles or be placed behind trenches”.[16] Here he 
highlights the difficulties someone encounters when trying to approach a castle. 

4. Finally, he emphasizes that castles often contain "mechanisms of 
interaction”.[17] According to Walz, in this category belong traps, alarm systems and 
hidden corridors, all of them designed to make wandering particularly difficult for 
someone who is not familiar with castle's interior layout. In this sense, the castle has 
much in common with the labyrinth. 

14  

15 

16 

17 

 Walz, S. P. (2010). Toward A Ludic Architecture: The Space Of Play and Games. Zurich: ETC Ρress, page 283 

Ibid., p.284 

Ibid., p. 285 

Ibid., p. 286 
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3.3.1 ICO VS Age Of Empires 

     

The videogame ICO (Sony Computer Entertainment, 2001) has been 
designed and entirely based on the architectural allegory of the castle (Fig. 3.9). 
This is an action-adventure game, in which the player controls a boy trapped in a 
castle whose aim is to overcome all the challenges that arise on his way to the exit. 
The above observation, combined with the fact that the player's wandering inside 
the castle bears no alteration on the world of the game, leads us to the conclusion 
that ICO follows an Internal-Exploratory Interactivity. 

In this game, all of its systems are inseparably connected with the architecture 
of the castle. What is interesting in a system like that is the way representation and 
rules are tightly connected in order to simulate the feeling of being inside a castle. 

In other words, ICO is an example of how τhe Rule Modality of a game is directly 
linked to the Representational Modality. The space of the castle is constituted by 
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highly representational elements and is a three-dimensional structure consisting of a 
sequence of closed and open spaces the player visits. Particular attention has been 
paid to rendering the geometry and the materiality of the volumes, while the 
individual rooms are differentiated from one another through different spatial 
qualities. The space in ICO has a direct relation to what McGregor calls 'experiential 
space', as the player is spatially involved with the building through an avatar he   or 
she controls. (Fig. 3.11) Experiential spaces, McGregor states, "are produced as an 
edifice into which the player is immersed and render architecture as a vessel that 
attaches great importance to the way buildings and ground structures contain and 
render space.”[19] 

 

The boy controlled by the player faces spatial challenges that form part of the 
castle's architecture and has to make concrete actions in order to overcome them. 
Thus, the space in ICO is basically a Challenge Space, namely, as Davidson 
observes, "a huge spatial puzzle the player must escape from by climbing, jumping, 
pulling levers and pushing crates.[20] To player’s eyes, ICO’s castle consists of distinct 
points and geometries which must be combined with the appropriate actions to 
reach a desired location. (Fig. 10) The high fidelity in representation of these 
elements is of great importance, as it conveys to the player how each part of the 
gamespace functions. 

18 McGregor, G. L. (2009). Gamespace: Play & Architecture In Videogames. University Of New South 

Wales., page138 

19 Davidson, D. (2008). ICO. Holding Hands In A Castle. Στο S. P. Friedrich Von Borries, Space Time Play. 

Computer Games, Architecture and Urbanism : The Next Level (AN. 54-55). Basel: Birkhauser Publishing. 
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ICO uses the elements of confinement and obstacles as a basic element of 
gameplay in order to render its spaces, as observed by Walz. The castle is essentially 
a prison, which the player has to escape from. 

 

On the other hand, in the videogame series 'Age Of Empires' (Ensemble 
Studios, Big Huge Games, Robot Entertainment, 1997-2007), castles are used in a 
completely different way. Age Of Empires are real-time strategy games where the 
player is tasked with the development and organization of an army with the sole 
purpose to defeat enemy’s army. This is achieved, among other actions, through 
the construction of buildings, each of which grants the player access to a different 
menu of actions. More specifically, barracks allow the player the training of soldiers, 
ports the building of ships and fortification towers act as stationary defensive 
infrastructure, attacking enemy on site. In this context, the castle is one more object- 
disguised-as-building that concentrates and localizes information related to its 
appearance. 

The player has a general overview of a space rendered in axonometric 
projection and bearing strong features of what McGregor calls 'symbolic space'. As 
she observes, in these cases the buildings sit on gamespace’s landscape like hotels 
on a Monopoly 
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board.”[21] (Fig. 3.13) 
The castle is rendered as an object in gamespace that has only a front and no 

interior. The reason for this is that games of this kind promote fast decision-making 
more than exploration of space. McGregor argues that “limited spatiality works in 
favor of simplification and allows the player to devote himself to gameplay”.[22] Thus, 
we conclude that in such games, their spaces are shaped to a large extent by Rule 
Modality. 

 

The castle in this case is used by the player like a Codified Space, "where 
architecture functions as a means of simplification that concentrates complex layers 
of information into a comprehensible symbol." In the case of Age Of Empires, the 
castle symbolizes the access to a menu that allows the player to strengthen the 
power of his army. By dragging his mouse over the building-object and clicking on it, 
some gameplay-associated options appear to the player that have to do with 
either the production of troops or with the upgrade of some of the existing assets. 
Age Of Empires, therefore, does not use the architectural allegory of the castle as a 
means of confinement, as is the case in ICO, but emphasizes its militaristic 
architecture and uses it as a symbol to convey information to the player. (Fig. 3.14) 

21 McGregor, G. L. (2009). Gamespace: Play & Architecture In Videogames. University Of New South Wales., 

page126 

22 McGregor, G. L. (2009). Gamespace: Play & Architecture In Videogames. University Of New South 

Wales., PAGE 133 
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In conclusion, the two games presented incorporate the architectural 
allegory of the castle in different ways. A basic factor of this differentiation is the 
Rule Modality of the two games as well as the location of the camera or the 
representational features. The castle in ICO is conveyed to the player as a spatial 
experience with some specific features, whereas in Age Of Empires as a symbol 
associated with specific concepts people normally associate with a fortress. 
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3.4 City 

In his book The Image Of The City, Kevin Lynch empirically explores how 
people understand and imagine spatial information as they are wandering around 
an urban space. Despite focusing on three American cities, Lynch develops a 
system of elements that he considers to be part of most cities. Thus, he creates a 
vocabulary consisting of the following terms: 

1. Paths: The streets, the walkways, the alleys, the canals and other "urban 
channels" through which people go from one point to another. 
2. Edges: Walls, fences, coasts, and other boundaries which exist "in relatively 
straight lines" (Walz, 2010), separating or connecting regions. 
3. Districts: Larger sections of the city, separated by their different identities 
(residential areas, industrial areas, etc.) 
4. Nodes: Central/focal points such as large crossroads, squares, railway stations, 
etc. 
5. Landmarks: Immediately recognizable landmarks within the city (eg the Eiffel 
Tower in Paris). 

Walz, having studied Venice, notes that, although it is very distinctive and 
recognizable from a distance, when a wanderer is located in one of its narrow 
alleys, the city transforms into “an enthusiastic maze. As an urban experience, the 
maze of Venice is acceptable because there is always something new to admire at  
every turn”.[23] He ends up considering Venice the ultimate urban play-ground 
because, due to its form, it provides the visitor with many different spatial 
challenges. 

23 Walz, S. P. (2010). Toward A Ludic Architecture, The Space Of Play And Games. Zurich: ETC Press., 

page 292 
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3.4.1 Assassin's Creed VS SimCity 

Bonner stresses that "cities and their architecture more and more become the 
focus of game design”[24] and he explains it by arguing that the atmosphere of the 
cities and their spatial challenges are the ideal background for creating non-linear 
experiences for players and thus replace the linear narrative of "more traditional" 
videogames. The 'Assassin's Creed' game series takes place in different cities 
around the world according to the historical background. For example, Assassin's 
Creed II (Ubisoft, 2009) is set in Renaissance Italy and the cities of Venice, Florence 
and Rome, while Assassin's Creed Unity (Ubisoft Montreal, 2014) is set in Paris during 
the French Revolution. These videogames belong to the category of open-world 
games, as they present the player with a map and leave him largely free to wander 
in this world without necessarily having to follow a linear course of events. A 
significant amount of such games’ success is to be attributed to the “function of 
exploration”.  

The reason why this game series has been chosen is because it is a good 
example of how –apart Representation and Rule Modality discussed above- 
Narrative Modality can affect the gamespace. The Assassin's Creed games 
incorporate what Jenkins calls 'Evocative Spaces', a term we mentioned in the 
previous chapter. In this sense, the spaces in Assassin's Creed are not intended to 
tell a new story, but rely on existing theme typologies in order to define the narrative 
framework of the game.”[25] The paths, namely the streets and alleys of the city, 
emit the atmosphere of each region with great precision, and give the illusion that 
they are full of life. The player does not need to have been to Renaissance Florence 
in order to be able to navigate the gamespace, as long as he has a faint impression 
of that period. The spaces in an Assassin’s Creed game 

24 Bonner, M. (2015). The Philosophy Of Computer Games Conference. Ambiguous Play Pattern: A 

Philosophical Approach To The Prospect-Refuge Theory. Berlin., page 1 

25 Jenkins, H. Game Design As Narrative Architecture, page 6 
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function as "amplifiers" of this impression in order for the game to develop its own 
narrative framework. (Fig. 3.15-3.17) 

 

The city in Assassin's Creed is a highly representational three-dimensional 
space. The emphasis on detail penetrates all spatial scales, from that of the city to 
the one of the buildings, with special attention being given to the rendering of their 
exterior and materiality. The architectural elements and tendencies of the era each 
game is supposed to revive have been copied in the digital world to a great extent. 
Especially the most characteristic buildings of each city look like true digital 
representations of the real ones. Bonner notes that "in Assassin's Creed Unity, which 
takes place in French Revolution Paris, the most characteristic part of the city is Isle 
de la Cité. It includes a dense network of Landmarks and public spaces, 
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such as Notre Dame, Place Dauphine, the Palais de la Cité and so on”.[26] This kind 
of representation captures the effort of designers to present the city as another 
character of the game, more important even than the human ones.”[27] 

The player perceives all these features of the city as a character among the 
others in the game. His identification with an avatar in a third-person perspective 
makes him part of the world of the gamespace. (Figure 3.18) The difference with 
games such as ICO lies in the fact that the player's actions have an impact on the 
digital world of the game. When the player starts the game, all city districts are 
occupied by the opponent. By wandering around the city, the player is given 
opportunities to liberate these areas through concrete actions. Whether at the end 
of the game the districts of Paris will be liberated or will remain under occupation, it's 
in the player's hands. The above remark classifies the Narrative Modality of the 
Game as Internal-Ontological Interactivity. 

 

We can observe the following in regard to the way the city is used by the player 
in Assassin's Creed Unity: What we could call a Challenge Space dimension of the 
gamespace, according to Bonner, is related to the fact that "The digital architecture of 
the city functions as a set of access points and vertical climbing points.”[28] (Fig. 3.19-
3.21)  
 

 

26          Bonner, M. (2015). The philosophy of Computer Games Conference. Ambiguous Play Pattern: A 

Philosophical Approach to the Prospect-Refuge Theory. Berlin, p.10 

27                 Zeller, O. (2012). Doing Entire Worlds. Viktor Antonov reveals his motivations as a designer of fictional 

worlds. In MARK-Another Architecture, No.40 October/November 2012, pp 168-175 

28                Bonner, M. (2015). The philosophy of Computer Games Conference. Ambiguous Play Pattern: A 

Philosophical Approach to the Prospect-Refuge Theory. Berlin, p.4 
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In a way similar to the one presented in ICO, the player mentally combines elements 
of the building exteriors in order to achieve a fast traversal throughout the city, 
which has to be done quite often. The reason why this happens so often is 
associated with the fact that a large part of the gameplay revolves around how the 
player will avoid the enemy patrols that roam the city. 

This leads us to the second way the city is used in Assassin's Creed, namely as 
a Contested Space, an arena where the player fights the patrols in the alleys and 
squares. In these cases, the city turns from a leading character into a battleground. 

 

Lastly, it is worth referring to the Nodal Spaces of the game. Assassin's Creed, 
as mentioned above, is an open-world game, which means the player is free to 
wander around the city. During this wandering, he reaches certain buildings of 
distinct importance compared to the rest. These buildings are largely organizing the 
player's movement and provide the gamespace with structure through their 
functions. The player may visit shops to reinforce his armor or change apparel, and 
inns to take part in board games. City landmarks function in the same way, since, as 
soon as the player reaches their highest point, they reveal information in regard to 
activities available in the city at the touch of a button. The Nodal Spaces in 
Assassin's Creed provide space with structure and give the player's various actions a 
spatial meaning, as in normal life. (Fig. :()) 

 
77 



 

On the contrary, in the videogame SimCity, player is responsible for the 
appearance of the city. SimCity belongs to the category of simulation games. These 
games do not contain the element of action or exploration, but model a system 
which receives inputs and outputs.[29] In this game this system is the city. Furthermore, 
in SimCity, the player does not identify with an avatar but assumes the role of an 
"external regulator". In this game, the player's aim is to build a sustainable, functional 
city that will not go bankrupt. Choosing the appropriate area to initiate construction  
is of great importance (Fig. 3.22), as far as climatic conditions, terrain and –in some 
cases- land fertility play an important role on the challenges each city will face. The 
above observations leads us to the conclusion that in games such as SimCity, the 
player shapes to a large extent the narrative framework himself, by shaping an 
environment. Thus, the Narrative Modality of such games obeys an External-
Ontological Interactivity. The player builds his own city where and as he wishes. 

 

The space of SimCity has a lot in common with what McGregor calls "Symbolic 
space", namely landscapes and buildings with which the player is not spatially 
engaged. These spaces are not designed to immerse the player in the game world; 
on the contrary, their only purpose is to provide the player with as much information 
as possible in the shortest time. Buildings do not have an interior, they are in essence 
three-dimensional "signs". The individual architectural features are rendered with only 
enough detail to suffice for conveying the function of each building. (Fig. 3.24) 

29 Thomas, D. (2007). SimCity: Simulating Nothing. In S. P. Friedrich Von Borries, Space Time Play. 

Computer Games, Architecture and Urbanism: The Next Level (AN. 210-211). Basel, Switzerland. 

 
78 



 

ïch District 

Cxpv 

Hence, similarly to the castle in ICO, the city in SimCity is mainly used as a 
Codified Space. McGregor notes that in such cases "architecture is a symbol 
representing something more than itself”.[30] It functions namely as a means to give 
non-spatial information a spatial dimension. The sections the city is composed of (ie 
paths, edges, regions, nodes, and landmarks) represent in essence the interacting 
components of a complex system. According to Thomas, SimCity represents man's 
interest in "observing and interacting with systems. [...] It allows players to test 
theories and construct theoretical models of an underlying system”.[31] The visual 
"overlapping" of this system with the concept of the city gives the player a frame of 
reference and, to a certain extent, limits the capabilities of this system. In other 
words, in SimCity, city architecture functions as a means of simplification that 
concentrates complex layers of information into a specific sign. Thus the concept of 
Codified Space. The difference of space between SimCity and Age Of Empires lies 
in the fact that, in the former, different city components interact and affect each 
other whereas, in the latter, all parts of the base the player develops are isolated 
menus solely eisting  to help the player achieve a purpose. In the case of Age 

30 McGregor, G. L. (2009). Gamespace: Play & Architecture In Videogames. University Of New South 

Wales, page 193 

31 Thomas, D. (2007). SimCity: Simulating Nothing. In S. P. Friedrich Von Borries, Space Time Play. Computer 

Games, Architecture and Urbanism: The Next Level (AN. 210-211). Basel, Switzerland. 
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Of Empires, the building-object is a codified meaning, whereas in the case of 
SimCity, the city functions as a codified system (Fig. 3.25). The construction of a 
multitude of roads by the player results in an increase in real estate prices in this 
area, as well as an increase in pollution levels. A casino increases profit, but also 
increases crime rate, and the aqueduct makes city inhabitants happy, whereas, if 
placed at an improper place, it has the opposite effect. 

In conclusion, by comparing these two videogames and the spaces they 
render, we notice that, in addition to the camera position and the Rule Modality 
they incorporate, the Narrative Modality also plays a significant role. In the case of 
Assassin's Creed, the narrative framework is the dominant power shaping the 
gamespace, as the depicted cities are rendered in such a way as to immerse the 
player in the historical context of the era. Instead, in the case of SimCity, the player 
is free of any historical context and creates a different story every time. To achieve 
this, he does not necessarily use the city itself but the game systems. The city's 
components inform the player about the possibilities and limits of that system. 
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3.5 Third Chapter Conclusions 

In this chapter we analyzed three different Ludic Architectures and the way 
they are spatially negotiated in specific videogames. Purpose of this comparison 
was to show how different Spatial Modalities cooperate and constitute what we 
call gamespace. As far as those examples are concerned, in situations where the 
player is placed in the game world, the architectural qualities of this world 
constitute, to a smaller or greater extent, obstacles for the player. The disorienting 
nature of the Labyrinth, the militaristic architecture of the Castle and the complex 
building exteriors in a Renaissance city constitute for the player a spatial puzzle he 
has to solve. These spaces are accompanied by accurate three-dimensional 
representational elements that emphasize the qualities of this puzzle or convey an - 
unclear in a first stage - narrative framework to the player. In cases where the player 
is placed outside the game world as an external agent, the spatial qualities of the 
game world acquire a symbolic dimension and their purpose is to convey 
information to the player through their symbolic meaning. This happens because, in 
these games, the evolution of events is too rapid to allow the player to engage 
spatially with the buildings of the game. The architecture in these games acts as a 
tool which the player completely dominates and uses in order to achieve his 
purpose. In this kind of games, the narrative framework is largely determined by the 
player. 
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4.1 By way of Epilogue 

Videogames started being analyzed at an academic level 30 years ago. 
During these years, two "schools" of analysis emerged, the Narratologists and the 
Ludologists. Each one of these schools faced the medium one-sidedly. 
Narratologists considered videogames to be another medium for telling a story, like 
the cinema and the book. Therefore, in their analysis, they used terminology 
applied to the cinema and literature, and thus they were unable to include the 
interactive feature offered by videogames. The Ludologists faced videogames as a 
combination of systems that accept inputs and return outputs, as a kind of 
simulation. This approach can describe the underlying rules of the systems 
modeling videogames, but is unable to capture the ways these systems are 
enriched by a narrative framework. In the last decade this difference in approach 
has been bridged, with many academics stressing that "the dominant feature of 
videogames is spatiality”. 

The concepts of heterotopia functions as a metaphor, helping us recognize 
the fact that the space of videogames is not homogeneous but composed of 
different sites. Lefebvre's triadic model helps us recognize these spatialities as 
spatial modalities. The modalities corresponding to the concept of perceived and 
conceived space refer to the intellectual construct the gamespace is trying to 
convey to the user. The part of the gamespace we see on the screen is composed 
of the modalities, which are "the spatial imprint of this intellectual construct on a 
unifying framework". This framework can be seen as an "unconfigured heterotopia", 
an "embryonic space" awaiting the appropriate information to activate it. This 
information derives from the intellectual construct the parts of conceived and 
perceived space convey to the user. The difference between heterotopia in 
philosophy and heterotopia in videogames lies in the fact that the former consists 
of spatial layouts largely reconfigured through user interaction, whereas the latter is 
essentially a fait accompli. The immersion of the player in the heterotopia of 
videogames depends on the fulfillment of the "promise" 
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which the spatial imprint of the modalities of the perceived and conceived space 
conveys to the player. Any "discontinuity" in the intellectual construct conveyed by 
these modalities interrupts the player's immersion and cancels the heterotopia. 
Thus, considering videogames in the light of the spatial footprint of the spatial 
modalities they consist of, we are able not only to analyze them in a unifying 
framework, but also to assess whether the intellectual construct they convey to the 
user through the screen is coherent. 

To sum up, this thesis concludes that the analysis of videogames in the light of 
the space they convey to the user constitutes a unifying model that includes and 
highlights all those spatial qualities inherent in the gamespace. 
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