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ABSTRACT 

It is my objective with this thesis to examine the relation between form and content in the 

experimental post-modern American text. I seek to redefine our understanding of what it 

means to be an “author,” as well as a “reader.” In doing so, my project offers a space to 

begin bridging traditional and experimental scholarship to suggest a coexistence between 

print and digital forms. Through a progression of the mediums, I analyze how different 

narratives challenge the boundaries of their form. The texts on which I focus are House of 

Leaves by Mark Danieleski, the enhanced ebook version of The Fifty Year Sword by 

Mark Danieleski (with a brief consideration of Tender Claws’ Pry), and Ken Levine’s 

BioShock Infinite. With each text, I break down how the specific medium strategically 

facilitates or disrupts the reading process, and how it lends itself to examining the 

narrative’s chosen thematic elements. I also examine reader interpretation, for which I 

have drawn from fan forums, media outlets, and social media surveys I conducted. 

Although these works are labeled as experimental, their incorporation of modern 

innovations ultimately blend with traditional modes of storytelling. Literature scholarship 

has largely focused on the parameters of what a novel is, as well as how print text has 

changed over time. However, as creators seek to utilize other mediums to convey their 

narratives, the question of the specific means of transferring the information to the reader 

should be called into question. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Literature that breaks the expected norms of narrative construction is not a new 

concept. Laurence Sterne’s 1759 novel The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy is one 

famed early work of experimental literature, and is often cited as the first true 

experimental text. Since Sterne’s novel, there have been those who have tested the limits 

of what narrative can do. In the post-modern American literary world, narrative forms are 

perpetually changing as creators seek to break past the conventional boundaries of fiction 

and create a new understanding of narrative structure. As creators move away from the 

standard expected narrative forms, it is the structure and the narrative that meld together 

in a symbiotic relationship to tell its story in a new and engaging way.  Different media 

include, but are not limited to, the incorporation of photographic or creatively designed 

images, colored text, variable typesets, art, the use of technological advances (including 

the internet or artificial intelligence), as well as the use of unexpected materials (such as 

snow or tattoos). Experimental literature has reached new heights in influencing the way 

we read stories today, changing our perspective of what fiction can do.  

 The new media field of study began to form in the late 1980s (Manovich 13). This 

field developed to include scholarship on hypertext, cybertext, and ergodic literature. In 

general, “hypertext” is an all-encompassing term created by Ted Nelson to describe any 

writing that is nonlinear or nonsequential space. These include texts that could be made 

possible through the use of multimedia, including computers (Coover 706). “Cybertext” 

was derived from Norbert Wiener’s work, describing a perspective that has both organic 

and inorganic systems. This does not limit it to strictly computer-driven texts (Aarseth 1). 

Furthermore, while it is clear the literary community had been grappling with different 
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means of study for these types of new experimentation in literature, it is not until the late 

nineteen-nineties that we see the term “ergodic” emerge in literary scholarship to serve as 

a complete classification of this type of fiction. As Espen Aarseth defined the literature 

field’s use of the term “ergodic,”  

During the cybertextual process, the user will have effectuated a semiotic 

sequence, and this selective movement is a work of physical construction 

that various concepts of ‘reading’ do not account for. This phenomenon I 

call ergodic, using a term appropriated from physics that derives from the 

Greek words ergon and hodos, meaning ‘work’ and ‘path.’ In ergodic 

literature, nontrival effort is required to allow the reader to traverse the 

text. (Aarseth 1)  

 

In this sense, as these terms display, the primary difference between ergodic and non-

ergodic literature is what is expected of the reader. Ergodic literature becomes a world to 

be both cognitively, and, at times, physically explored. The multilayered experience the 

text creates for the reader is just as important as the story itself. Through an examination 

of how the visual, textual, and, at times, auditory aspects synthesize to convey the story, I 

consider the relationship between reader and text, along with how this amalgamation 

creates an enduring impact on the story itself. 

The Aim of This Study 

 Traditionalist scholars may attempt to counter my arguments by stating that all 

literature can be approached differently, not just ergodic, leading to various personal 

interpretations. They may also argue that narrative is always being pushed further to see 

what it can do. However, I maintain that experimental texts are unique in themselves and 

consist of their own specific category in order to offer a new reading experience. While 

structures have been manipulated well before Sterne’s eighteenth century novel, the 

reading experience of ergodic literature is not strictly linear. I apply this to both the 
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physical printed text and hypertexts read online. The reader chooses what order passages 

will be read, and what will be ignored or neglected. Yet, this is not to suggest that 

experimental narrative is a radically innovative move from the traditional novel. Rather, 

it developed from the original structures and literary writing practices, creating something 

new that simultaneously has a regressive and futuristic eye on the development of 

narrative. Although experimental literature incorporates new technological inventions, its 

draw from classic themes and genres keeps it grounded in literary traditions.  

George P. Landow once wrote on the future of narratives, “Electronic text 

processing marks the next major shift in information technology after the development of 

the printed book. It promises (or threatens) to produce effects on our culture, particularly 

on our literature, education, criticism and scholarship, just as radical as those produced by 

Guttenberg’s movable type” (Landow 19). Although I agree that the electronic medium is 

the natural next step in the progression of text development, I maintain that the print 

novel remains important and relevant today. Literature theories tend to take text mediums 

for granted. The print form is typically held to a higher standard for traditionalists, while 

the electronic is the criterion for experimental theorists. However, as texts move fluidly 

through different media transitions, the theory of traditional print forms can be re-applied. 

Therefore, although it is often expected in an examination of experimental works to 

provide an argument as to why the print novel is dead and how technology is the only 

natural future of literature, I will not be doing so here. In this modern age, publishing 

companies are transferring books electronically to become portable ebooks, while 

creators are using more multimedia engagements to create a new experience of placing 

the reader within the virtual world of the narrative. Yet, with an understanding of the 
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differences between a traditional text and an experimental one, I do not argue for a 

complete separation between the two modes of study. Rather, the purpose of my 

examination and blending of theories in studying this subject is for a coexistence between 

traditionalists and experimentalists.  

When reading ergodic literature, it is important to take into account the medium 

used in relation to the overall narrative at hand. Considering experimentalists are utilizing 

all of the materials at their disposal, it becomes problematic to subscribe to the traditional 

definition of “writer” or “author.” Therefore, for the purpose of this thesis, I will refrain 

from using these terms as much as possible, in an effort to include not just writers of 

texts, but also visual artists, computer programmers, and game designers. Therefore, I 

will henceforth be using the word “creator” to include artists of various backgrounds and 

influences. Likewise, as the materials used change, the process of receiving the 

information changes. While some provide rules and instructions on how one is meant to 

engage with the narratives, more often than not, the reader must discover the best process 

for herself. Furthermore, in this similar line of thought, it should be assumed that a reader 

is more than just a person sitting passively with a text, simply reading from start to finish. 

Rather, the word “reader” will need to be understood as an encompassing term for 

someone who is both cognitively and, at times, physically engaging with the story. When 

I use the term “reader” I am not limiting the word to the traditional expected meaning. 

Rather, I am referring to someone who must interpret the text of a novel, for example, as 

well as the player holding a controller and moving the characters throughout a video 

game.  
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The Chapters 

 There are a number of print and electronic texts I could have chosen to examine 

for this thesis on experimental literature. In an effort to display the connection and 

progression from the print mode to the electronic, I wanted to move from a printed novel 

to a completely digital interactive format. I chose House of Leaves by Mark Z. 

Daneilewski first for both its unique critique of the novel, and its cult status. The novel 

transcends general literary communities. Secondly, I chose The Fifty Year Sword by 

Mark Z. Danielewski to study, not because it is also a Danielewski text, but rather 

because of its clear representation of an early stage of an enhanced ebook. Although it 

possesses all of the elements programmers Sara and Russ Weinzimmer had intended for 

these types of electronic texts, it still has some clear issues in the reading process that can 

be addressed and improved upon for future enhanced ebooks. As seen with the brief 

discussion of Tender Claws’ Pry, released in the fall of 2014, enhanced ebooks are 

already moving past their original designs to incorporate various forms of multimedia. 

Finally, in choosing a specific video game, it was clear Ken Levine’s BioShock Infinite’s 

drive to blend classic literary modes with the play of a game was the best choice for this 

section. There are similar games to BioShock Infinite, including the antecedently released 

Mass Effect trilogy, where reading text is a pivotal aspect of the game design, and the 

choices a player makes in the main playable character’s background and personality 

(what is termed a renegade or a paragon) and used to determine the specific outcome of 

the series. However, the freedoms of these games are too complex for my purpose of 

focusing on experimental narrative structures and the social issues they examine.  
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 All three texts are aware of themselves as texts to be read and engaged. By 

extension, they recognize that, without the reader, the narrative itself will exist in a state 

of suspension, without progression, but without stagnation either. It has been suggested 

by theorists such as J. David Bolter that, “what is unnatural in print becomes natural in 

the electronic medium and will soon no longer need saying at all, because it can be 

shown” (Bolter 143). I would counter this to argue that what transitions to and becomes 

familiar in the electronic medium can easily fold back onto the print medium. While in 

some ways printed text is limited in that it cannot show the literal movement and sounds, 

through unconventional structure and nonlinearity, the print medium can only convey 

these moments through descriptions. Therefore, in structuring each chapter of this thesis, 

I focus on first examining the key thematic elements of each narrative, taking into 

consideration how it is conveyed to the reader and what the final packaged piece does to 

the narrative and these themes. I follow this with a discussion of both the visual and the 

auditory elements of the texts, including those that are alluded to, and those that are 

literal. Each text has its own visual artistry and sound that affect the overall impression of 

the narrative. I then conclude these chapters with an assessment of various reader 

interpretations.  These sections are equally drawn from comments on fan forums, reviews 

by established news media outlets, and surveys I conducted on social media websites. 

These different opinions of the texts lend another perspective to the discussion of the 

reading process of these different types of experimental works.  

 Chapter one, “‘Muss es sein?’: The Typographical Innovations of Mark Z. 

Danielewski’s House of Leaves,” focuses on Danielewski’s first novel and opens the 

discussion of ergodic literature. The goal of this chapter is to establish the physical 
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engagement the reader must perform to receive and interpret the novel, as well as the 

overall process of experimentation of text. Through an understanding of the different 

individualized specific methods used for each speaker (as well as the repetitive 

typographical changes to certain words) and theme, the process of how the reader 

understands the overall narrative of House of Leaves can be examined. Due to the length 

of the novel, for the purpose of this thesis, rather than analyzing the details of every 

narrative, I focus instead on how the different lives intersect and affect one another. 

Specifically, I address the labyrinth in the titular house as an act of katabasis for both the 

characters and the readers of experimental fiction. When the visual representation bleeds 

into the spoken and written word, the act of receiving the story becomes as important as 

the narratives themselves. In accordance to multi-media’s interaction with text, I examine 

the relationship between the print novel and the companion experimental rock album, 

Haunted, made by Danielewski’s sister, Annie Danielewski (Poe), to further unpack the 

deeper themes at play in the print text.    

Chapter two, “‘But what I show you I must also tell you.’: The Enhanced Reading 

of Mark Z. Danielewski’s The Fifty Year Sword,” will transition the examination of 

ergodic literature from the printed form to the enhanced ebook. With the advancement of 

technology, novels are no longer limited to the confines of the page. Enhanced ebooks are 

becoming commonplace, but are currently limited to specific ebook devices and apps, as 

the programming is still new. Although the reader does not need to decipher the most 

logical approach to reading the narrative, the transition from a printed novel to a digital 

format introduces augmented visual and auditory literature never before available to the 

creator, thus enhancing the reader’s experience. Rather, the enhancements programmed 
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within the text of the ebook are there to further the novella’s fictional Storyteller’s tale of 

how he found and received his fifty year sword. I discuss how, unlike the printed 

experimental text, the moving words and images mixed with the music can act as both a 

means of placing the reader in the room with the Storyteller, and as visual and auditory 

interference. With this chapter I begin to examine how we can bridge together several 

specific theoretical perspectives to understand how to further critically examine these 

texts. 

Finally, in chapter three, “Reading Video Games: Cognitive and Physical 

Responses with Artificial Intelligence in Ken Levine’s BioShock Infinite,” I primarily 

focus on the third installment of the BioShock video game series. Moving from the 

printed experimental text to the digitally enhanced ebook, my thesis culminates by 

examining a piece that blends cognitive and physical engagement together in a 

completely digital format. Physically, the player must direct the central character, Booker 

DeWitt, through the various dimensions Elizabeth takes them. Through the structure 

break of chapters and an elaborate fictional steampunk world, the player must also be 

cognitively engaged and aware of every passing detail offered in order to create her 

personal interpretation of the story.  

 Therefore, with this progression from print to electronic, my main objective with 

this thesis is to offer a new perspective of theory and practice of literature. In keeping the 

connection to the traditional intact, the texts of ergodic literature can serve as a multi-

faceted engagement with media and print materials. Rather, by having both traditional 

and experimental literary theories interact together, a framework for studying these texts 

can be re(de)fined.    
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Chapter One: 
“Muss es sein?”: The Typographical Innovations of  

Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves 

 

 

Created during the height of influential experimental hypertext, Mark Z. 

Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000) possesses an overall unconventional structure, as 

well as a fascinating blend of color, photographs, graphics, and typography. Although a 

complete embodiment of print experimental literature, the novel’s obsession with media 

and visual arts creates a physically engaging, “media-technical”1 text. At the start of the 

novel, on the title page, the word “house” is colored blue, standing separate from the 

other words. Nowhere does Danielewski’s name appear on the title page, rather credit for 

the novel is given to Zampanò as the writer, with an introduction and notes provided by 

Johnny Truant. Already, the reader is pulled into a fictional world in which the house is 

haunting and very much alive. Reminiscent of hypertext stories and hypermedia, the blue 

“House” can be perceived as a portal to enter and start the story.2 Already the text itself is 

aware of its own materiality. Therefore, the process of transmission from source to 

receiver is a primary focus of the text. Through a relationship with technology and a “cult 

classic” status, House of Leaves offers an examination of the effects of experimental 

culture and influence on literature moving toward the digital age.  

I. Three -Tier Narrative Engagement 

Danielewski has stated that there are many ways to enter House of Leaves 

(McCaffrey and Gregory 119). Yet, while there may not be an official “right” or “wrong” 

way to begin reading the novel, the interpretative challenge the reader undertakes in 

discovering the best method for herself is one that affects how the story will unfold. Here, 

with House of Leaves, I will start this thesis’ examination of ergodic literature with a 
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novel that strictly relies on complete physical engagement with the text. The reader must 

navigate through the footnotes, main textual space, and appendices to receive the full 

story. Peter Brooks has theorized on narrative structure: “We must, however, recognize 

that the apparent priority of fabula to syuzhet is in the nature of a mimetic illusion, in that 

the fabula – ‘what really happened’ is in fact a mental construction that the reader derives 

from the syuzhet, which is all that he ever directly knows” (Brooks 130).3 The story 

(what the Russian Formalists termed fabula) is in relation to plot (what the Russian 

Formalists termed syuzhet), and where fabula is the order of events as they happen and 

syuzhet is the order presented in narrative discourse. Rather than sitting passively with 

the novel to enjoy a story, the reader must engage physically with it in order to receive all 

of the information she can. Ultimately, the final interpretation will be focused on what 

evidence she is able to gather on her own as she reads. However, due to the 

unconventional nature of the text, the reader is always aware of the process of receiving 

the information. It is almost impossible for the reader to become lost in the narrative 

itself. The active turning of the book to read the words to follow the various 

typographical designs, or flipping to different pages of the novel in order to finish one 

narrator’s train of thought, makes the reader always aware of the fact that this is a 

physical material piece she is engaging with, rather than a fictional world to sit back and 

enjoy. The fate of the narrative rests within the physical engagement with the text. As 

different narrators vie for the reader’s attention, different critics refer to the multitude of 

events and images as “textual excess.”4 However, I would argue that what is perceived as 

“excess” is not simply extra text, but rather an inclusion of evidence provided by the 



3 

 

narratives that the reader has the opportunity to consider or discard when making her 

final interpretation. 

As Wolfgang Iser theorized on reader response, “gaps are bound to open up, and 

offer a free play of interpretation for the specific way in which the various views can be 

connected with one another. These gaps give the reader a chance to build his own 

bridges…it is quite impossible for the text to fill in the gaps” (Iser 229). The novel opens 

with one of these gaps, requiring the reader to begin taking an active role in the unfolding 

of the story. On the page where one would conventionally expect an author’s dedication, 

the sentence “This is not for you” in Courier typeset occupies a page (Danielewski xx). 

The remainder of the page is blank, already signifying a play with negative space. As I 

will discuss in more depth later in this chapter, we learn that the appearance of text in 

Courier font means that Johnny Truant is speaking to the reader.5 Therefore, the purpose 

of this dedication page is twofold. It designates Johnny as the first narrator, as well as 

challenges the reader to take on the role of participant in the storytelling. Yet, this 

sentence also has the potential to be read as a negative utterance. “This is not for you” 

can be expressed as a warning to the reader to walk away from the novel before she 

becomes too immersed in the process of storytelling. Although structurally the novel is 

fixed (as it is physically impossible for it to change on its own within its binding), every 

time the reader explores the three narratives it is possible for her to view it with a 

different perspective.  

 Before we delve further into how Danielewski’s House of Leaves is an influential 

modern experimental printed text with a fascinating and complicated relationship with its 

readers, we must examine the labyrinthine structure of the three narratives. Although 
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there are various perspectives presented within the different layers of the text, there are 

three primary tiers of narrative that encompass the novel. The titular house, belonging to 

the Navidson family, is the first tier. In early1990, a photojournalist and workaholic, Will 

Navidson, had found his dedication to his work had been slowly destroying his family. In 

a final attempt to salvage what remained, he moves to a house on Ash Tree Lane in 

Virginia with his life partner, Karen Green, and their two children, Chad and Daisy. 

However, unable and unwilling to give up his work, Navidson sets up video cameras 

throughout the house in an attempt to make a home movie chronicling the move. 

Navidson first explains, “but I just thought it would be nice to see how people move in a 

place and start to inhabit it. Settle in, maybe put down roots, interact, hopefully 

understand each other a little better” (Danielewski 9). This interest in space and the 

ability one has to fill it is a constant concern throughout what becomes known as The 

Navidson Record. It is displayed both through the actions of the Navidson family, as well 

as the occupation of space of the text on the page. Despite their original intentions, upon 

returning from a trip to Seattle, the family discovers that the house is not quite as idyllic 

as it had seemed to be. The appearance of a hallway between the master bedroom and the 

children’s room starts the dark turn of the story of the Navidson family. When measuring 

the home to understand where the hallway came from, it is discovered that the house is 

one-fourth of an inch larger on the inside than on the outside. However, this measurement 

slowly increases as time goes on.  

Navidson calls on his brother, Tom, and friend, Billy Reston, for help. As they try 

to understand the mysterious nature of the five and a half minute hallway, more areas of 

the house change its inner structure. The expansion of the inside of the house begins to 
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take its toll on both the psyche and physical health of the Navidson family. A list Karen 

compiles later in the novel includes symptoms such as ulcers, nausea, insomnia, fevers, 

and migraines. None of these structural changes, however, affect them quite like the door 

that suddenly appears in their living room, leading to an ever-changing, endless labyrinth. 

Although there are changes happening within, there is no indication the new labyrinth is 

changing the external structure of the house. Fearing for Navidson’s safety, Karen forbids 

him to enter the labyrinth. To appease Karen, Navidson hires three explorers, Holloway 

Roberts, Jed Leeder, and Wax Hook, to enter the new space. What follows is a transition 

from the description of simple camera recordings of the day-to-day interior of the home, 

to a blending of the domestic with various “Exploration” recordings of the explorers’ 

trips into the labyrinth. As Zampanò later writes on these changes, “Some have suggested 

that the horrors Navidson encountered in the house were merely manifestations of his 

own troubled psyche…Navidson’s troubles may not have created the house but they did 

ultimately shape the way he faced it” (Danielewski 21-22). The recordings of the house 

and the labyrinth are edited together in a documentary style to relay all that is occurring 

to the audience. The manner of splicing the shots together affects how the story is 

transmitted. Over time, the labyrinth claims each member of the exploration team and 

family.  

House of Leaves has an obsession with media, visual media, and technology. The 

Navidson Record is fundamentally visual, as it is comprised of the recordings from 

Navidson’s still cameras and the explorers’ hand-held cameras. In the printed text of the 

novel, the events of The Navidson Record are relayed to the reader in complex detail, by 

Zampanò. A Jorge Luis Borges-like figure, Zampanò’s discussion and critical 
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commentary on the film creates the novel’s second narrative tier. Presented in the 

conventionally-expected Times New Roman typeset, Zampanò’s work makes up the 

main body of House of Leaves. As we discover through Johnny Truant, Zampanò was a 

blind man who studied The Navidson Record. Zampanò recognizably acts as a double of 

Borges, the famous writer who embraced unreality and structural experimentation, and 

who later in his life went blind. As Borges once wrote in his famous short story, “The 

Garden of Forking Paths,” “He must have said once: I am withdrawing to write a book. 

And another time: I am withdrawing to construct a labyrinth. Everyone imagined two 

works; to no one did it occur that the book and the maze were one and the same thing” 

(Borges 46). It is assumed, therefore, that The Navidson Record had been described to 

Zampanò by others. With the assistance of attendants, Zampanò’s descriptions and 

academic criticism was written down with no clear organization, but rather an 

accumulation of reams of paper containing sources (both fictional and real) and personal 

writings. At the start of the novel, Zampanò has been found dead on the floor of his 

apartment. Therefore, the story of Zampanò and his work are told to the reader through 

what Johnny is able to discover. This means the story of the Navidson family is twice 

removed from the reader, while Zampanò is once removed. Everything is mediated 

through another’s eyes, making it virtually impossible to know what really happened, and 

what has been manipulated as the narrative continuously changes speakers.  

Johnny Truant’s narrative is the final tier of the novel. Although Johnny does not 

make up the central storyline of the novel, it is commonly believed he is first narrator. 

Without Johnny, the novel itself would not exist. After Zampanò’s death, the 

management of his apartment complex planned to sell all of his belongings for $300. The 
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night prior to the sale, Johnny received a call from his friend, Lude, who lived in the 

same building as Zampanò. Lude helped Johnny break into Zampanò’s apartment and 

take the papers that made up his academic criticism on the film made by Navidson. Over 

time, Johnny also becomes drawn into the story of the Navidson family. In an effort to 

understand, he organizes the final compilation of Zampanò’s writing and includes his 

own story in the footnotes. To facilitate differentiating Johnny’s story from Zampanò’s, 

his narrative is completely written in Courier font, yet the coloring of specific words in 

Zampanò’s text carries through to Johnny’s. All of Johnny’s narrative takes place in the 

footnotes of the novel (with chapter twenty-one excepted). As Espen Aarseth wrote on 

the use of footnotes6 in ergodic literature,  

The footnote is a typical example of a structure that can be seen as both 

uni- and multicursal. It creates a bivium, or choice of expansion, but 

should we decide to take this path (reading the footnote), the footnote 

itself returns us to the main track immediately afterward. Perhaps the 

footnoted text can be described as multicursal on the micro level and 

unicursal on the macro level. (Aarseth 7-8)  

 

In the specific case of House of Leaves, it is impossible to ignore Johnny’s footnotes 

when reading. To not read the footnotes as they appear in the central text would be to 

experience a void in the overall story arc. Despite his own research telling him The 

Navidson Record is fictional, the effects the family suffered in the text begin to reach 

through the pages to Johnny. In the introduction of the book, Johnny writes, “See, the 

irony is it makes no difference that the documentary at the heart of this book is fiction. 

Zampanò knew from the get go that what’s real or isn’t real doesn’t matter here. The 

consequences are the same” (Danielewski xx). Events in The Navidson Record, over 

time, begin to parallel events in Johnny’s life. Through Johnny’s act of passing the story 

of the house of leaves on to others, the house’s reach extends to claim other lives.  
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II. Typography and Labyrinths 

The separation of the different narrative structures is marked by the different fonts 

used. While Danielewski has stated that it took him ten years to create, it is not 

definitively known how he originally wrote House of Leaves. It has been suggested that 

he wrote it all out by hand in narrative pieces, and then after it seemed that Pantheon 

Books refused to do the typeset he wanted, Danielewski – with the help of his agent – 

flew out to their publishing offices to do it himself. As he described this decision in an 

interview, 

…my sister offered me the best advice and said go, just get on a plane right 

now and go…and that’s exactly what I did. I said, I’m going there and I’m 

going to do this. And [the Pantheon editor], and this is to his credit, along 

with [my agent], they immediately got me 24/7 access at Pantheon, a 

computer in the copy room, and I spent a few weeks there... (Carpenter, 

The Cult 2010) 

 

It has also been suggested on the MZD forums – a website that is strictly used for fans to 

discuss the novels of Danielewski – that he used Quark software on a Mac computer to 

typeset the pages (aquarius, MZD Forums 2014). Although Navidson and Zampanò’s 

story are offered together in a combined space on the page, Zampanò separates the voices 

of those involved in The Navidson Record as if he were writing a third-person narrative. 

This style interweaves seamlessly with his academic commentary.  In the footnotes, 

where Johnny’s story is presented in Courier font, there are also notes or explanations 

from the fictional editors of the novel, who use Bookman font. Any extra information on 

House of Leaves and Johnny’s youth (including letters from his mother Pelafina H. 

Lièvre when she was interned at the Three Attic Whalestoe Institute) is placed in the 

novel’s many appendixes. While I will not be discussing Pelafina’s letters, it should be 

noted here that the fictional mythology surrounding House of Leaves has extended to the 
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separate publication of these letters in their own book, entitled The Whalestoe Letters 

(2000). Furthering the objective to keep the three tiers of narratives bound together, 

specific words and traces of themes are color-coded throughout all three narratives. As 

stated in the introduction, the word “house” is always blue. Whenever sentences are 

struck out, the passage in its entirety is colored red, while the strikethrough line remains 

in traditional black. The word “Minotaur” always appears in red as well. The only 

divergence from this pattern is in chapter twenty-one, in which a struck out passage is 

colored purple. The final colored insertion is the large blue “X” over the word “deserve” 

in a letter from Navidson to Karen in chapter twenty-seven. 

As denoted by these unique typographical designs, the fictional house of leaves 

labyrinth melds together with the experimental structure of the novel. Overall, the novel 

is complete at a solid seven hundred pages, making reading House of Leaves from 

beginning to end a challenging task. The labyrinth of the text and narrative bleed 

together, creating the most interesting aspect of the novel that comprise the parallel 

storylines of Navidson and Johnny. The chapters twist and turn in different directions the 

reader can choose to follow, while Johnny’s story textually weaves through the primary 

narrative of Navidson’s. This simultaneously physically places Johnny within the 

labyrinth and, as first narrator, designates him as the Ariadne thread of the novel. 

Paralleling the daughter of Minos of Greek mythology, like Ariadne, Johnny is placed in 

charge of the labyrinth itself, dictating the different optional directions the reader can take 

to navigate the text. Therefore, it becomes reassuring to discover that if the text proves to 

be too complicated for the reader, Johnny’s footnotes can help guide back through the 

main two narratives of the novel.  
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The interaction of these narratives further creates a self-conscious critique of the 

process of reading. Chapter nine is the first chapter that openly discusses the novel’s play 

with the theme of the labyrinth, using the word directly. At this point in the text, 

Zampanò provides the reader with a history of labyrinths and a brief discussion of the 

Minotaur. Structurally, up until this chapter, the text has been consistent with keeping 

Zampanò and Navidson’s narratives in the main body of the page while Johnny weaves in 

and out through the footnotes. However, in chapter nine, the red strikethrough of the 

Minotaur dominates the page (See Figure 1). As alluded to earlier in this chapter in 

Zampanò’s connection to Borges, the presence of the labyrinth is strictly tied to 

Zampanò, despite occasionally imposing the label onto the Navidson storyline. The red 

strikethrough dominating chapter nine expresses Zampanò’s efforts to strike out every 

mention of labyrinths and the Minotaur. As Johnny later writes in chapter thirteen,  

Whether you’ve noticed it or not – and if you have, well bully for you – 

Zampanò has attempted to systematically eradicate the ‘Minotaur’ theme 

throughout The Navidson Record…I discovered a particularly disturbing 

coincidence. Well, what did I expect, serves me right, right? I mean that’s 

what you get for wanting to turn The Minotaur into a homie…no homie at 

all. (Danielewski 336-337)  

 

It is possible to assume the decision for Zampanò to omit these lines were in an effort to 

not disclose everything to the reader. Up until chapter nine, the image of the Minotaur 

and the labyrinth were alluded to, but not directly discussed. By openly having a chapter 

that presents the history of labyrinths, there is a risk of placing the theme upfront above 

all others in the novel. However, recognizing the value in these passages (or perhaps in 

an effort to maintain the original look of the pages), Johnny preserves what he can of the 

Minotaur theme. Following this decision of editing, this chapter also provides the reader 

with the first appearance of a series of cut-out boxes where passages have been physically 
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extracted (See Figure 2). Rather than attempting to cross out lines (a veiled practice 

throughout the Minotaur sections to conceal proposed deleted writings from the reader 

who with a bit of effort can discern what was written), Zampanò decides to physically 

remove words and sentences to guarantee they will never be read, not even by Johnny. 

Other structural breaks include a rolling list of names that appear to disrupt the reading 

process, as well as footnotes moved to different areas of the page. Presumably, this 

structurally also reminds the reader that this novel originated from a pile of found 

documents. Yet, it also further transforms the narratives into a material representation of 

the labyrinth theme. Zampanò acknowledges this through his approach to the physical 

subject of labyrinths: 

Unfortunately, the anfractuosity of some labyrinths may actually prohibit a 

permanent solution. More confounding still, its complexity may exceed the 

imagination of even the designer. Therefore anyone lost within must 

recognize that no one, not even a god or an Other, comprehends the entire 

maze and so therefore can never offer a definitive answer. Navidson’s 

house seems a perfect example. Due to the wall-shifts and extraordinary 

size, any way out remains singular and applicable only to those on that path 

at that particular time. All solutions then are necessarily personal. 

(Danielewski 115) 

 

Although both, in reality, Danielewski and, fictionally, Johnny can structure the 

narratives how they please, the order in which it will be read is ultimately up to the 

reader. She will choose which turns to take and how it will unfold. It is reasonable to 

consider that the physical, printed ergodic text allows the creator to retain some control 

over what will be included within the novel. Furthermore, the western practice of reading 

left to right is maintained in House of Leaves, even if at times it is challenged. Yet, 

although the creator bound the book and chose deliberately where to place certain 

chapters, it is virtually out of the creator’s control how it will be read. It is this physical 
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engagement of moving the book around to see the images and different passages that 

affects how the overall interpretation is created by the reader. This final conclusion is 

unique to the reader herself. Like the solving of the Navidson labyrinth, the solutions to 

the text are all personal.  

Much like its counterpart in Greek mythology, the labyrinth of House of Leaves 

has its own Minotaur that threatens the lives of those that come into contact with the 

labyrinth. Although the Minotaur of House of Leaves is implied to not be corporeal, the 

destruction it wreaks induces both physical and mental strain on everyone it comes into 

contact with. Ultimately, my interpretation of the presence of the Minotaur within the text 

is more of a representation of a challenge one must overcome when solving a personal 

labyrinth. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the Minotaur is first acknowledged and 

described by name in chapter nine, which coincides with the first time the hired 

explorers, Holloway, Jed, and Wax, enter the labyrinth. They make camp and prepare a 

fishing line to help guide their way back to the living room. Their extended length of time 

within the labyrinth results in the conception of the Minotaur. In Natalie Hamilton’s 

examination of the labyrinth theme of the text, she writes, “the hallway’s susceptibility to 

manipulation by the minds of those within it serves to underline the importance of the 

connection between the labyrinth and the self” (Hamilton 7). I would argue the 

labyrinth’s psychological manipulations are not exclusive to the minds of these explorers, 

as it is referenced later in chapter twenty that these events have happened before and will 

happen again. The labyrinth eerily uses its darkness and haunting silence to exacerbate 

the already present anxiety and personal demons of each character. In order to separate 

the Minotaur from the narrative, the shape of its red struck-out passages utilizes negative 
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space of a page to create various shapes. These shapes include a key in chapter nine, an 

inverted triangle, an incomprehensible shape in mid-chapter nine (following a red struck 

out quote in one of the cut-out boxes that reads, “Picture that. In your dreams” 

[Danielewski 141] further suggesting the personalized image of the Minotaur), and a 

sword in chapter thirteen (See Figure 3). The Minotaur is always present, even though it 

never physically comes into direct contact with the characters. Its ultimate purpose is to 

act as the obstacle one must conquer to better understand the darkness within oneself. 

In chapter twenty-one, the labyrinthine structure becomes disengaged to further 

comment on the metaphysical aspects of this moment in the text, specifically, the overall 

approach to time. Chapter twenty-one is the only chapter that structurally breaks with the 

expected footnote placement of Johnny’s story to instead make it the sole focus of the 

chapter.  The passage reads, “I’m sorry, I have nothing left. Except this story, what I’m 

remembering now, too long from the surface of any dawn…” (Danielewski 518). 

Although this leads to a story of a baby born to die, that Johnny remembers separate from 

the house of leaves, the proclamation can be applied to Johnny’s overall narrative. 

Johnny now lives as a vagrant; his only possession is the story of the house of leaves. To 

draw the reader into this, the struck out section of the sentence is colored in purple, 

separate from the red of the Minotaur. In later works by Danielewski, time is often 

denoted through the color purple. For example, in his second novel, Only Revolutions, in 

the center of the text is a scrolling timeline designating pivotal historical events in 

relation to the lives of the two central characters, Hayley and Sam. Also, within this same 

text, the word Creep is denoted in purple. As a representation of time itself, the Creep 

appears throughout the text in an effort to pull Hayley and Sam back to the conventional 
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standards of living in reality. While House of Leaves was published first, and I am aware 

I am asking for a retrospective reading of Danielewski’s work, I argue this presence of 

purple within House of Leaves serves a similar purpose to Creep as an inspiration for the 

designation of the relationship between the color purple and time within the created 

mythology of Danielewski’s experimental works. Time is a powerful facet of House of 

Leaves as a whole. The measurement of the five and a half minute hallway is not done in 

inches or feet, but rather the amount of time it takes for a person to walk from one end of 

the hallway to the other. Furthermore, as the men explore the labyrinth, everything is 

annotated by the time of day it is, as well as by the time spent away from the real world. 

When considering the use of time as a measurement, it becomes applicable to the length 

of a novel. House of Leaves’ seven hundred pages can be considered long in the sense of 

the amount of pages the book contains, but also in the amount of time it takes for the 

reader to sit down and explore the text. This awareness of time extends both in the past, 

prior to 1990 at the start of The Navidson Record, and further into the future beyond 1998 

at the end of Johnny’s narrative.7 By making the sense of time a continuous flow between 

the text and the reader, the story of the fictional house of leaves is transcended. 

III. The Real Life of the Text 

I address the use of time and the Minotaur’s presence as a means to open our 

understanding of the detrimental influence Zampanò’s text has on Johnny. Johnny’s 

unique relationship with the fictional house of leaves mirrors our real relationship with 

ergodic texts and hypermedia. Although the novel was published for the first time in 

2000, all first edition printed texts claim on the copyright page that it is a second edition, 

and that the change between editions is the inclusion of chapter twenty-one and parts of 
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the appendix. Due to the events of chapter twenty-one, this claim to being a second 

edition is, no doubt, in reference to what fans have come to assume to be the novel’s own 

publication history. It is believed that prior to its acceptance for publication by Pantheon 

Books, House of Leaves was nothing more than a stack of bound documents either 

distributed in tattoo parlors or posted for free, reminiscent of hypertext style, online. Part 

of what makes House of Leaves interesting for readers is not only the plot, but rather the 

idea of the novel itself living the life of its fictional counterpart. The reader learns in 

chapter twenty-one that Johnny first presented his organized version of the fictional 

house of leaves to the masses by distributing it for free. Although it is not specifically 

stated how he distributed it, if we believe the publication history of Danielewski’s own 

novel, Johnny could have uploaded it all online and given it away at tattoo parlors where 

he worked. This examination is not meant to assume that what has been described by 

Danielewski and his publishers is false. Rather, in the end, it does not matter whether or 

not the real publishing history claims are true. What matters is that the fans believe it to 

be.  

When considering the life of the text itself, it is evident that what has been 

established is a new cult status surrounding experimental texts. The relationship created 

between the reader and the text supersedes traditional understandings of reading for 

pleasure. Rather, by providing the real House of Leaves publication with a backstory that 

preemptively places it within a certain underground status, it automatically creates a 

relationship with readers that generates a specific response with the text. As Bronwen 

Thomas has written on Danielewski and fan culture, “while some fans are motivated to 

help try to consolidate or establish the reputation of writers whom they believe to be 
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neglected or misunderstood, others prefer to keep their communities of interest close-knit 

and cultish” (Thomas 87). Like any other subculture, ergodic literature’s separation from 

conventional traditions of literary practice inspires readers to engage with one another 

outside of the text, creating a certain expectation of treatment and response to the literary 

style. The interest and draw to join this community is often inspired by two possible 

events. First, a reader can be drawn into the world of the MZD Forums, and subsequently 

the community of fans, during initial attempts to read House of Leaves and decipher its 

meaning. Or, secondly, after the reader has experienced the satisfaction of completing the 

novel, the reader’s moment of achievement can be furthered through discussion with 

others who have also accomplished the feat of reading House of Leaves and want to 

interact with one another to share various chapter interpretations. The interest in the genre 

itself is heightened as readers become even more interested in tackling experimental texts 

similar to House of Leaves.   

This specific reader response is depicted within House of Leaves near the end of 

chapter twenty-one. While drinking at a bar, Johnny watches the band playing that 

evening perform a song entitled “The 5&1/2 Minute Hallway,” a title nodding to Annie 

Danielewski’s (hereafter referred to by her stage name of Poe) song of the same name in 

the novel’s companion experimental rock album, Haunted (2000).8 The first line Johnny 

transcribes of the band’s lyrics is also the first line of Poe’s song. When Johnny later 

approaches the band about their music, they respond by handing him a copy of his own 

book. However, it is noteworthy that they do not give him a copy of House of Leaves 

until after they decide Johnny is the right type of person to know about the existence of 

the novel. Johnny was surprised they had not only read the book, but also had written 
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numerous notes in the margins of the text as they tried to work through the themes and 

experimental structure. The band tells Johnny how as they traveled to different cities to 

perform, they found others they could engage with to actively unpack the text. Still, they 

had many unanswered personal questions for the author: “Apparently they wondered a lot 

about Johnny Truant. Had he made it to Virginia?  Had he found the house? Did he ever 

get a good night’s sleep? And most of all was he seeing anyone?” (Danielewski 514). 

This perception of Johnny is a reflection of the fan treatment of creators in popular 

culture. Much like Danielewski’s real life mystery, Johnny decides to not tell the band 

who he is. It is better for the readers – as reflected in Zampanò’s musings on the creation 

of labyrinths – to decide the meaning themselves, rather than become familiar with the 

real life of the creator.9 Favoring the mysterious nature of the creator with a designed 

mythological reality around the text further allows ergodic literature of House of Leaves’ 

status to break the norms of conventional expectations of reader engagement.   

As this fictional scene addresses, the surrounding mythos of House of Leaves is 

further perpetuated through Poe’s music. Using music to further a text is something 

Danielewski went on to do for his other novels as well (working with Biffy Clyro for 

Only Revolutions and Christopher O’Riley for The Fifty Year Sword). While it is possible 

to experience the text without any knowledge of the companion album, Poe’s music 

strings together the narratives into one cohesive train of thought. Through a biographical 

approach, Poe examines the various stages of coming to terms with the death of her father 

in discussion with the fictional house of leaves.  On the album, the songs are edited 

together with quotes from the novel, audio recordings of the siblings’ father, Tad 

Danielewski; and audio-edited answering machine messages between Poe and her 
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mother. The death of Tad Danielewski can be approached in relation to chapters thirteen 

and twenty, of which are the two separate instances Navidson becomes lost to the 

labyrinth. With this understanding of the relationship between the text and the music, Poe 

becomes the adult version of the fictional Daisy. The difference between them, of course, 

is that it can be interpreted that Daisy is eventually reunited with her father, whereas 

Poe’s father remains deceased. Through a connection between the real life woman and 

fictional little girl, there are moments throughout Poe’s album where the two 

interchangeably sing, “ba. dah ba-ba”(Poe 2000). As presented near the end of track five, 

“Walk the Walk,” the little girl says, “there’s someone knocking in the wall. Was it like 

an echo? ba. dah. ba-ba” (Poe 2000). This use of the incomprehensible sound throughout 

Poe’s album mirrors Daisy’s reaction to the brutal events of chapter thirteen, as far as the 

reader has become aware through the perspective of Chad’s concerned elementary 

schoolteacher, Brookes. The teacher walks in on the aftermath of the Minotaur’s 

destruction and finds the two children sitting on the steps of the staircase. It is clear Daisy 

believes she will never see her father again: 

Brookes was hardly prepared for the slaughterhouse she was about to 

enter: the woman sobbing in the living room, a big man holding her, 

two bodies in the kitchen surrounded by blood, and on the staircase 

Chad sitting next to his sister Daisy who kept quietly singing to no one 

in particular words no one else could understand – ‘ba. dah. ba-ba.’ 

(Danielewski 314) 

 

The sounds Daisy makes can be interpreted in numerous ways. It can be the beat of a 

knock on a door as the Minotaur approaches, a fading heartbeat, an echo – as Poe’s song 

suggests, a regressive return to the incompressible sounds of “da-da” or “father” a child 

makes when learning language, or nothing more than a music beat.  Yet, what is truly 

interesting regarding the connection of noise within the text, with the musical rendition of 
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the same noise within Poe’s work, is the changing intertextual readings Haunted can have 

on House of Leaves. A specific interpretation of an event (i.e. the “5&1/2 Minute 

Hallway”) or the use of an expression (i.e. the continuous use of “ba. dah. ba-ba.”) can 

affect later discussions and interpretations made when reading the text alone.   

IV. Open Ending 

 At the end of track seven of Haunted, “Wild,” Tad Danielewski’s recording 

bridges this song with “5&1/2 Minute Hallway,” stating, “communication is not just 

words. Communication is architecture. Because of course it is quite obvious that a house 

built without the sense, without the desire for that communication, would not look the 

way your house looks today” (Poe 2000). For House of Leaves, words are the literal 

architecture of the novel. Although there are images present, words are the primary 

means for visually constructing the labyrinth with negative space. Through the 

unconventional structure, Danielewski’s novel bridges the distance between the reader 

and the events of the text by forcing the reader to partake in her own personal katabasis,10 

making the reader a part of the story.  While it is impossible for the reader to begin to feel 

the expected symptoms of this descent, their involvement in the unfolding of how 

Navidson and Johnny approach the Minotaur is crucial to the final interpretation of the 

novel. It is clear that Navidson and the explorers suffer the most from the Minotaur by 

virtue of being in close proximity to it. While Johnny in chapter thirteen alludes to the 

possibility of Zampanò having suffered as well through his obsessive compulsion of 

having to always study and write about The Navidson Record until it wore him down to 

death, the reader does not get a glimpse into just how the process of transmitting the 

information from source to audience leaves a lasting effect until chapter twenty-one. The 
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experimental novel is well-suited to visually express these themes on the page. In doing 

so, it therefore becomes unnecessary for the Minotaur to be described to the reader. 

Instead, the Minotaur’s existence is placed as the focal point as a challenge the characters 

must face in order to fully appreciate the self.  

While most reputable news outlets, including The New York Times and The 

Guardian, disagree on how Danielewski pieces these narrative modes together, the 

majority of reviews seem to be in agreement that the novel is horrific to read. 

Specifically, the labyrinth of the text draws the reader into the depths of the fears of the 

house, leaving them with a sense of dread as they work through the text.11 However, it is 

this comparison of the treatment of the personal Minotaur between Navidson and Johnny 

that has prompted some readers, as well as Danielewski, to conclude that House of 

Leaves is not a horror story, but rather a love story. When stripping the text down to the 

bare essence of Navidson’s decision to confront the Minotaur in chapter twenty and 

Johnny’s choice to try to escape the Minotaur altogether, it is clear that the stark 

difference in response to the challenge of the darker self determines the genre in which 

their ending is categorized. In the end, my final interpretation of the presented narratives 

is that Johnny becomes lost to a life of wandering until he eventually fades away, 

whereas Navidson finds a way to conquer his Minotaur and return to Karen, Chad, and 

Daisy. The final chapter of the novel describes Karen and Navidson finally marrying and 

living in the suburban home they originally wanted at the start of their narrative. This 

issue of genre is one that Danielewski is clearly aware of within his text. At the end of the 

final chapter, Zampanò states, “Navidson suffers the responsibilities of his art…in those 

final shots, Navidson gives a wink to the genre his work will always resist but invariably 
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join. Halloween. Jack O’lanterns. Vampires, witches, and politicians” (Danielewski 527). 

The key word here is “responsibility.” There is a certain set of expectations for how 

scenes will unfold in both the horror and romantic genres. As Johnny suffers from the 

heavy hand of the darkness of the Minotaur, images of his pain can become rather 

disturbing. This is furthered with the retrospective perception of Johnny applying this 

pain to past memories of moments with lovers and friends, and ultimately ending his 

narrative on a story of a baby born to die. Furthermore, if we are to believe that 

Navidson’s narrative is indeed a love story, the interpretation of his character moves from 

that of exploration towards the story of a hero who conquers evil to have the peaceful life 

he desired. Navidson’s katabasis possesses the necessary anabasis (or ascent from the 

underworld) for him to emerge a hero who conquered his darker self. However, when 

blending the expectations of these genres together with experimental fiction, the overall 

narrative mode becomes secondary to the primary responsibility of the text. While it is 

difficult to make a sweeping claim about the purpose of ergodic literature, it is possible to 

assume that the process of information transmission is more important than the final 

interpretation of genre. In this process of transmission, the reader is allowed to determine 

for herself what ending the story has, and by extension what the overall purpose of the 

text is.   

Closure is often expected as an act of restoration. With a finite ending, life (both 

fictional and real for the reader) goes back to the way it is expected to be. As Brooks 

theorized on closure, it is ultimately what determines the final meaning of the text.12 

However, often in the case of ergodic literature, true classical closure is not always 

feasible. As J. Yellowlees Douglas suggests, classical closure is often nothing more than 



22 

 

a confirmation of events the reader already assumes (Yellowlees 175). In novels such as 

House of Leaves, where the ending is unique to every reader, it can therefore be 

understood that closure is possible, but in an entirely new way. As Erin Cline answered 

my survey, “…when you make it out and to the other side, you feel that wave of relief 

and an almost freedom from the house and from the story…I’m left more with the 

memory of how I felt when I read it and not so much the specifics of why I felt that way. 

I remember the terror of the story and of the unknown, that it was universal and that it fit 

inside of everyone” (Cline 2015). This response of freedom from the hold that the house, 

and the text, has on the reader outweighs a need or sense of loss of restoration the ending 

of an ergodic novel fails to offer. Rather, what takes its place is the reader filling in the 

gaps with her own personalized interpretation.  It is impossible to assume that the endings 

of ergodic literature will provide the definitive answer to what its overall purpose and 

meaning is, specifically, the meaning a reader must draw as a possible reason for having 

to go through the process of deciphering the text. Considering the reader is always aware 

of the process of the transmission of information, any closure drawn from House of 

Leaves depends on the temporality of language meaning, specifically, what the words 

mean during a given time for the reader. As Stanley Fish has written on closure: 

Meanings come already calculated, not because of norms embedded in 

language but because language is always perceived, from the very first, 

within a structure of norms. That structure, however, is not abstract and 

independent but social; and therefore it is not a single structure with a 

privileged relationship to the process of communication as it occurs in any 

situation but a structure that changes when one situation, with its assumed 

background of practices, purposes, and goals has given way to another. 

(Fish 318) 

 

Often, the inability to gain complete closure inspires re-readings of ergodic literature, as 

well as the social engagement with other fans. Inasmuch, while these lines of horror for 
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Johnny, and chivalric romance for Navidson, are offered on the surface, the novel’s 

ending is structured in such a way as to simply stop. With no definitive description of 

what happens, the lack of a full sense of indisputable closure allows readers to conclude 

for themselves how it really played out. Ultimately, the ending relies on the reader. 

As one member of the MZD Forums starts a discussion thread, “I have something 

I have to get off my chest: I don’t think Navidson survived” (Xenorph, MZD Forums 

2001). What follows are theories of whether or not Navidson died in the labyrinth or if 

Karen somehow saved him before or after, she saw the final exploration tape of Johnny 

entering the labyrinth on his own (drone, neo, MZD Forums 2001).13 Another more 

supernatural-inspired theory considers the addition of the final poem at the very end of 

the text, after the main narratives and appendixes have completed. The name of the 

subject of the poem is split to form the shape of a tree, followed by a description of the 

purpose of its existence. The tree in question is Yggdrasil, the famous large tree of Norse 

mythology, a strange final addition to a text that had been so preoccupied with ancient 

Greek history, traditions, and mythology. The presence of this poem and the tree has been 

noted as the possible force of power that ultimately saves Navidson’s life (duvall, MZD 

Forums 2001). Yet most seem to parallel Navidson’s “death” with Hal’s of 20001: A 

Space Odyssey, as both characters sing “Daisy Bell” in their final moments.  For Johnny, 

the most common question concerns whether or not he exists at all. It has been suggested 

that he never existed, and perhaps neither did the house of leaves. Rather, many argue it 

was all within Zampanò’s mind in an effort to cope with the loss of his mother, who 

could be traced as Pelafina (Sobish 2015). Another common conclusion on the MZD 

forums draws from the final story Johnny tells in chapter twenty-one. Some believe that 
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perhaps the story the mother – who could be Pelafina – is telling to the dying baby, is the 

story of the house of leaves. If Pelafina is believed to be the mother, then the dying baby 

is Johnny, furthering the belief that he does not exist (merrickbalsam, MZD Forums 

2014). The range of theories for Navidson and Johnny’s ending over the years closely 

reflects the relationship between the text and the readers. As one survey responder, Alissa 

Burger, states, “…it became almost an obsession to keep reading…And time passed in 

surprisingly big chunks – I’d sit down to read a little bit before I started dinner or put in a 

load of laundry of something and the next time I looked up, it was two hours later” 

(Burger 2015). With this description of the reader’s need to discover what is happening 

and consume all the narratives, I am reminded of Johnny’s own personal engagement 

with the pages of Zampanò’s work. By extension, Burger’s obsession to read House of 

Leaves can be further compared and understood with others’ obsession to understand and 

interpret. The need to find reason and closure where there is none perpetuates the 

engaging process of the ergodic novel.   

V. From Print to Digital Experiments 

Although House of Leaves was published in a printed form, its relationship with 

the environment of American media and its incorporation of different modes of 

engagement with hypermedia further challenges the way the narrative is transmitted to 

the reader. With an eye to the changes digital innovations are making to storytelling and 

further affecting the future of fiction, Danielewski’s typographical experiments visually 

critique what the post-modern American novel can do. In a short chapter on the nature of 

the filmed pieces, before Navidson enters the labyrinth for the last time, a footnote 
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written by Zampanò insightfully explains a quote from a fictional source, The 

Architecture of Art, describing what one must do to be considered a true artist,  

There are seven incarnations (and six correlates) necessary to becoming an 

Artist: 1. Explorer (Courage) 2. Surveyor (Vision) 3. Miner (Strength) 4. 

Refiner (Patience) 5. Designer (Intelligence) 6. Maker (Experience) 7 

Artist. First, you must leave the safety of your home and go into the 

dangers of the world, whether to an actual territory or some unexamined 

aspect of the psyche…Next, you must have the vision to recognize your 

destination once you arrive there…you must be strong enough to dig up 

facts, follow veins of history…you must have the patience to winnow and 

process your material into something rare…you must use your intellect to 

conceive of your material as something meaning more than its 

origins…you must fashion a work independent of everything that has gone 

before it…at every stage, from 1 thru 6, you will risk more, see more, 

gather more, process more, fashion more, consider more, love more, suffer 

more, imagine more and in the end know why less means more and leave 

what doesn’t and keep what implies and create what matters. This is what 

is meant by ‘Artist.’ (Danielewski 420) 

 

This description of art and the process of creation can be doubled as a metafictional 

critique to further explain not just Danielewski’s process of storytelling, but also the 

process of ergodic literature. Of note, perhaps, is the need to “risk more.” Essentially, at 

the core of all ergodic literature is a “risk” taken. This risk can be attributed to the style 

and structure of the narrative that complicates the reading process, or perhaps the subject 

matter that breaks down expectations of genre. Here, House of Leaves successfully takes 

both of these risks, placing itself firmly as a bridge to future hypertexts. This is seen, 

most notably, in the final approach to the labyrinth. Despite Karen’s protestations, 

Navidson understands that in order to tap into the full potential of his art and 

understanding of himself, he must enter and face the Minotaur. It is a risk he must take by 

himself, as the explorers cannot do this for him. The labyrinth only finally “dissolves” 

after Navidson accepts this and enters it by himself. Furthermore, although the obsession 

to understand and introduce Navidson’s story and art to others is what ultimately destroys 
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both Zampanò and Johnny, the need to continue the dialogue surrounding the art form is 

more important than the purpose and meaning. The conversation and the continuation of 

the art outweighs the final definitive meanings they – and, by extension, the readers – 

create for themselves.  

  This continued transmission of information through different forms of media 

allows the novel to resist being placed in a fixed or dated state. Its material existence has 

the ability to withstand its own cultural time and to act as a bridge between the print form 

and the digital. Its willingness to typographically break the social expectations of novels 

subsequently breaks the preconceived dichotomy between paper and digital. While it is 

accepted to have novels transferred in their traditional form to an electronic carbon copy 

of themselves, the play and movement House of Leaves incorporates into its own 

narrative further opens a discussion of new modes of reading. This therefore calls for a 

need for a more encompassing understanding of cybertext, in an effort to include print 

texts that experiment in form and medium, as well as digital texts read on a device. As 

Aarseth has discussed, “cybertext is more of a perspective on textuality than a category of 

it…” (Aarseth 24). As creators move away from the standard expected narrative forms, it 

is the structure and the narrative that meld together in a symbiotic relationship to tell the 

story in a new and engaging way.  
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Chapter Two: 
“But what I show you I must also tell you.”: The Enhanced Reading of  

Mark Danielewski’s The Fifty Year Sword 

 

 

 As discussed in the introduction of this thesis, the move to digital reading has 

inspired new modes of narrative writing. Looking to digital technology when examining 

ergodic literature in the modern age is not new. With the greater accessibility of the 

internet, creators seek to incorporate the new technical advancements within their work. 

As Hayles writes, “More than a mode of material production…, digitality has become the 

textual condition of twenty-first century literature” (Hayles 186). While this discussion is 

applicable to all types of literature, it especially pertains to the experimental use of 

ereaders, on which creators have recently been making breakthroughs, including Mark Z. 

Danielewski’s The Fifty Year Sword (2005, 2012).14 Described as an “illustrated ghost 

story,” the novel is the first of its kind to utilize ereaders to create an enhanced reading 

experience. With the addition of animated illustrations, movable text, and instrumental 

orchestration, the reading experience becomes a complete cognitive immersion within the 

world of the story.  

While I will be focusing on The Fifty Year Sword as I look to the digital 

innovations ergodic literature is utilizing today, this chapter will serve as a bridge 

between the strictly-printed experimental text as presented in House of Leaves and the 

entirely digital work of Ken Levine’s BioShock Infinite (2013) of chapter three. As 

technological advances are made, The Fifty Year Sword serves as a paradigmatic 

representative of enhanced ebooks. It integrates the enhancements that make up the 

design of the original conception of enhanced ebooks. Since its release in 2012, several 

transformative modifications to enhanced ebooks have been introduced, including the 
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expansion of multimedia use, specifically touch screen engagement and the inclusion of 

streaming videos. Yet, The Fifty Year Sword remains a quintessential example of what 

can be achieved with digital texts when merging traditional reading experiences with 

digital innovation. Here, I will conclude this chapter with an examination of various 

methods employed in other enhanced ebooks that have been released as both complete 

books and Apple apps for devices as I segue to the final chapter examining the use of 

design and artificial intelligence (A.I.) in video games.  

I. The Fifty Year Sword and the Conception of Enhanced Ebooks 

 For the purpose of this chapter, the term “enhanced ebook” will be understood as 

any application of electronic literature that has been “enhanced” digitally. Furthermore, 

the term “enhanced” will acknowledge any programming additions made to an ebook, 

including, but not limited to, ebooks to be read through basic ereader applications (on any 

ereader or tablet device), as well as additional applications that can be downloaded to any 

tablet device.  As of this writing, The Fifty Year Sword, and similar enhanced ebooks and 

applications, are limited to Apple products, including the iPad, the device I will be using 

for quotes and layout information for this chapter. These enhancements are used to 

distinguish it from the standard digitized text of ebooks that focus on plain text of a book 

on a screen. In-house, Apple refers to the enhanced ebook as “multitouch” or “transmedia 

storytelling” (Wilk, DBW 2013). Although as they are currently the only company to add 

the programming to their ereaders and tablets to support this function, this does not stem 

from Apple’s sole proprietorship of the programing; rather is tied to the debate among 

companies as to whether or not there is a market for these types of ebooks. The question 

companies are still considering is, whether they should invest in creating these texts, as 
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they require a technical director to assist in commissioning the transition from plain text 

format to an enhanced ebook. As Lisa McCloy-Kelley, head editor of the digital 

production group at Random House (the publishing company that owns Pantheon and 

published The Fifty Year Sword) stated in regards to the production of enhanced ebooks, 

“We’re finding that the effort behind these types of books is a magnitude of somewhere 

between seven and fifteen times as much effort as a typical illustrated ebook” (O’Connor, 

Slate.com 2012). While some have argued that the enhancements disrupt a unified 

reading experience for the public (specifically to access and read the book in a print form 

in comparison to the moving text version), others point to the fact that, overall, enhanced 

ebooks do not sell as well as conventional plain text ebooks (Costanzo, DBW 2014). Yet, 

the key answer to the question here, I believe, is twofold. First, the potentially low sales 

might be attributed to the fact that not everyone has access to a device that allows them to 

read the books, but also to the possibility of a lack of awareness.15 Secondly, the 

insistence of a differentiation between plain text books and enhanced ebooks positions 

them in different categories in a reader’s mind. By holding enhanced ebooks as 

something diametrically different from a plain text book, we are failing to recognize the 

potential contributions of digital media in this form to be a legitimate text (a subject I will 

return to later in this thesis when I address video games). Yet, as I argue for a broader 

definition of the word “text” to include digital media, and subsequently a new 

understanding of the words “creator” and “reader,” I am aware that this new design of 

enhanced ebooks needs time before it can be fully accepted. As The Fifty Year Sword is 

one of the first enhanced ebooks ever created, publishers are still grappling with how this 

programming should look, act, and be understood.  
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In early manifestations of these types of ebooks, the term “enhanced” has 

typically only referred to animation and sound. However, in the case of several recently 

released enhanced ebooks within the last three months as Apple apps, this includes video 

and touch engagement as well. Taking their inspiration from video games,16 enhanced 

ebooks use coding such as Sprites,17 and timed sequences to create digital movement on 

the screen while the reader engages with the text. Some early versions of enhanced 

ebooks utilize “START” buttons or verbal signals of “ON” to begin the timed sequences 

of the book. In later enhanced ebooks, including The Fifty Year Sword, the reader touches 

the screen and moves the page from right to left, as if she was turning the page of a 

printed book. The screen displays a shift in images as a “page” is turned. This turn of the 

page begins the timer.  As Sara and Russ Weinzimmer, the inventors of the enhanced 

ebooks, describe in their patent, 

A reader’s speed can be calculated by timing the interval between page 

turns. An updated estimate of reader speed can be calculated with each 

additional page turn event…reading is presumed to have begun with the 

first page turn, and the reading speed used is the reading speed 

calculated…with the second and subsequent page turns, the reading speed 

can be automatically adjusted. (Weinzimmer 2012) 

 

This timed reading speed is a critical aspect of the reading process. If timed too fast, the 

programmed enhancements could disrupt the reading process through early activation. In 

the iPad version, the note to the reader at the start of The Fifty Year Sword considers this 

possibility, stating that while a turn of the page activates any timed enhancements, 

turning back a page reactivates the sequences, effectively restarting the page for the 

reader to backtrack any enhancements. Yet, this matter of disruption is still applicable for 

conventional reading processes. I will further discuss this, as well as the influence of 

video games on enhanced ebooks, later in this chapter.  
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 The Fifty Year Sword takes place during one night in October at a foster home in 

East Texas. Chintana, a seamstress, was invited by the 112-year-old Mose Dettledown to 

attend the fiftieth birthday party of Belinda Kite. Chintana decides to attend at the 

encouragement of her sister, despite the fact she has recently divorced her husband over 

his affair with Belinda. The five orphan children, who are also in attendance, are to be 

entertained by a Storyteller hired by one of the social workers. Chinatana spends most of 

her evening chaperoning the five children. When the Storyteller arrives, he brings with 

him a long black box containing, as he explains to them, his Fifty Year Sword. It’s a 

weapon that never fails to cut, but shows no wound until the victim’s fiftieth year of life.  

The Storyteller proceeds to tell the children and Chintana his journey of finding the Fifty 

Year Sword. Although he never explains to them why he wanted the sword in the first 

place, he does say that this sword is not the only unique sword he could have chosen. 

Through the elaborate description of the “Valley of Salt,” the “Forest of Falling Notes,” 

and the pale winds in the mountains, the Storyteller captivates the children, drawing them 

further into his world. When he describes how he finds The Man With No Arms, with 

violet lashes, who makes the various unique swords, the Storyteller offers a survey of the 

different swords he could have chosen instead of the Fifty Year Sword. But some, as The 

Man With No Arms explains to the Storyteller, were too expensive for him. He finally 

settles on taking the Fifty Year Sword, for which the price was to pay, “A memory you 

have which would have / outlived / you” (Danielewski 200). Although the Storyteller is 

willing to pay, he is not allowed to know what the memory was of. The Man With No 

Arms warns the Storyteller that there is a way to save someone from the Fifty Year 

Sword, but how or what could lend to this is never revealed. 
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While the Storyteller seems to be straightforward enough in conveying his story 

of his sword to the children, he stops abruptly and allows the children to open the box he 

had with him. They each unfasten a latch, but assume the box is empty when, in reality, it 

is not. Suddenly, the Storyteller picks up the handle of the sword and swings it at the five 

children’s necks, presumably marking them for death upon their fiftieth birthdays. Just 

then, Belinda interrupts the Storyteller and tries to calm the children by declaring the 

sword is fake. To prove this to them, she picks it up and cuts at herself multiple times. 

Because no damage is shown on her body, she believes she has disproved the Storyteller 

and his sword. However, at the stroke of midnight Belinda Kite turns fifty. The cuts she 

made on her body with the Fifty Year Sword appear and she begins to bleed and fall 

apart. Despite Chintana’s efforts to help keep her intact, Belinda dies.  

 As presented in chapter one with House of Leaves, the use of color typography 

remains at the core of Danielewski’s work. Similar to House of Leaves, Danielewski’s 

name appears nowhere on the title page. Instead, the five color-coded narratives are 

displayed through plain quotation marks (See Figure 4). Rather than a name, the byline 

only presents these quotation marks. This designation of the symbol, we later discover, 

stands in for the five orphan children’s names. Unlike House of Leaves, the page adjacent 

to the title page does include Danielewski’s name with an apostrophe and the letter ‘s’ to 

denote that he owns the text. This interest in ownership is prevalent throughout the 

novella. The common colors of blue, red, and purple indicative of Danielewski’s work do 

not appear in the core of this text (not even within the illustrations, of which blacks, 

greys, and blues are heavily used); however, the five children are each designated a 

separate colored quotation mark of the story. These colors range in variations of deep 
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yellow, orange, red-brown, mid-brown, and dark brown.18  While we do learn the names 

of the five children, it is impossible to tell which color is assigned to which child. A page 

preceding the start of the text serves to explain the reasoning behind this choice in the 

lack of identification. The explanation appears immediately following a page of what 

looks to be the embroidered sheath of the titular sword. The text in the same shape 

explains,  

 (Danielewski 10) 
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The descriptions offered in the preface of the orphan children are of events that happen to 

them later in life. Rather than offering how these children were at the time of the 

Storyteller’s visit, it is reasonable to presume that the “interviews” were done later in life. 

However, considering our understanding of the Fifty Year Sword, these had to be done 

prior to their fiftieth birthdays. This opening explanation acts as a sort of preface to the 

novella. It further explains that these voices work together to stitch the overall story as 

one. However, no story comes without complications. As this opening continues: 

(Danielewski 10) 

 

Here, the use of the initials “MD” creates a new layer of a voice. MD are the initials of 

Mark Z. Danielewski, creating a possible interpretation of the creator placing himself 

within the text. However, much like his other works, interpretation is unique to each 

individual reader. When Danielewski signs books for his fans, he often simply uses the 

letter “Z.” Although it is understood that when he references himself or breaks his 

signature down, he uses his full initials of “MZD.” In this preface, the use of “MD” has 
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also been suggested to possibly be a reference to Mose Dettledown, the man who hosts 

the evening’s festivities (Cald, MZD Forums 2006).  However, while this conclusion has 

merit, it is complicated when considering these interviews were done later in the 

children’s lives. One of the orphans is described to be, “the last of / whom from the 

prison of a / later life hates them all,” which can be interpreted as the last orphan to face 

death. Adding to the understanding that Mose Dettledown is 102 years old at the start of 

the text, this interpretation of him as interviewer becomes incomprehensible. Yet, in 

Danielewski’s fictional worlds, as discussed through the many interpretations of House of 

Leaves in chapter one, various unique perspectives are possible to simultaneously exist. 

However, for the purpose of this thesis, let us remain with the assumption that “MD” 

denotes Danielewski’s double of himself within the text, either standing as a depiction of 

himself with Dettldown or as a fictional editor separate from the host. Having signed this 

opening piece with his initials, Danielewki takes on the role of the aforementioned 

“author” who has “gathered” the interviews of the children to convey what happened that 

night. Yet, it is difficult to believe that these interviews were not at least a little edited. 

Rather than individual lines of narrative, as seen in Danielewski’s previous works, the 

five children’s voices are edited together in such a way that they complete full sentences 

as if it was all being told in one voice (See example page, Figure 5). 

II. Many Voices Acting As One 

 It is important first to note here how the printed version of The Fifty Year Sword 

was distributed. Although the novel was originally published in Holland in 2005, when it 

was published in English to be distributed in 2012, Danielewski chose to package the 

novella in an unconventional way. When published as a printed text, the book was made 
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with aged cardstock, hand-stitched illustrations, Nepalese binding, and then placed in a 

sturdy slipcase that had five metal latches, one for each orphan in the story. Transitioning 

from this unique printed form to a digitally enhanced ebook has transformed the hand-

stitched illustrations into animations. The placement of text about the page in the 

enhanced ebook version has the ability to play with negative space in such a way that the 

printed version cannot. Words fall off of the page, disappear, or appear as the reader 

engages with the enhanced ebook.  This merging of the printed and the digital forms can 

ultimately affect how the reader interprets the text. As Danielewski explained the process 

of this transition from printed text to digital enhanced ebook,  

My role was to take what I had designed in InDesign, [and] things as 

crude as paper and thread, and help transfer all of that to a format that 

seemed amenable to an ebook format, and then to actually begin to deepen 

that experience. [The technical director] and I worked very closely. I’d 

suggest possibilities for a certain sequence and we’d look at how that 

would resonate thematically while not being an example of using one too 

many tricks. (Howard, Book Business Magazine 2013) 

 

Following the title page, the first animation appears on the dedication page. Again, 

similar to House of Leaves, in place of a name or words, the dedication simply has the 

word “For” followed by the fade-in of an embroidered harvester butterfly with a musical 

composition that becomes quickly recognizable as the main theme of the novella 

(Danielewski 7). It is clear these embroidered images are meant to be embedded in a way 

to give the illusion of a three-dimensional thread despite the flat surface of the electronic 

device. Thin lines of stray threads from the images, as well as tiny pin holes of where the 

embroidery floss had been threaded through the page, are still intact within most of the 

animations. I will return to this unraveling of the stitching later in this chapter concerning 
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the use of the harvester butterfly. This bridge from the physical object of the book to the 

complex digital form seeks to give the illusion of a solid, movable piece. 

At the time of writing this thesis there has only been one essay written on The 

Fifty Year Sword. Specifically, this essay’s focus is limited to the printed version of the 

text, as the book it is anthologized in was published a year before the enhanced ebook 

edition of the novella was created. In an effort to understand the intersecting voices of the 

children, Glyn White suggests to map out each of the narrators using the note at the start 

of the text. However, as stated on the MZD Forums, this is not entirely possible or 

reliable. One fan started a discussion in a forum thread, wondering if he was correct to 

believe the differences in colors used represent each of the five speakers in different 

editions. Another confirmed by adding,  

For those without the book, or without it in front of them, basically when 

the five different colors are assigned numbers in the preface (“=1, “=2, 

etc), the order has changed. Formerly from lightest to darkest, it has been 

shuffled around a bit. As far as I can tell, the colors in the text have not 

changed any. So, effectively the speaker that any color represents has 

changed. Every line said by “1” is now, technically, being said by another. 

(CpVb006, MZD Forums 2006) 

 

Let us assume that the changes in the designated numbers of the quotation colors were 

done deliberately instead of being a printing accident. Rather, the change between 

editions further supports the supposition that Danielewski, as both the real and fictional 

editor of the interviews, needed anonymity of the speakers. We do know the children’s 

names by the time the Storyteller begins relaying his narrative (Micit, Iniedia, Sithiss, 

Ezade, and Tariff),19 and through a close examination of the text, we can ascertain which 

name is male or female. Yet, is still impossible to tell who says what, or which name is 

attributed to the adult descriptions offered in the preface. Furthermore, this change in the 
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designation of speakers leaves the process of numbering completely arbitrary. Although 

possible, White acknowledges that isolating each speaker does not shed any new light or 

unique perspective of a possible meaning behind the breakdown of speakers. Rather, it 

seems, the person, in the end, does not matter. What matters is that the voices are 

constructed together to convey the narrative.  

The complications in tracing the voices of the narrators calls into question the 

process of storytelling – a question that is very prevalent throughout the text. The main 

person who is telling the story through the five children is referred to as “Man” or 

“Storyteller,”20 a title that is placed upon him by those assigned the role of “listener” or 

“audience.” Even at the start of the novella, the first line announces: “No matter how you 

cut it, / no / matter...” (Danielewski 12). This makes it clear at the start is that it does not 

matter how the five voices are stitched together; rather, it is significant that they are there 

at all. While we should have been aware of this as readers, this method of narrating 

violates our conventional expectations of storytelling with clear indicators of who is 

speaking, the use of full sentences, and individual turns when doing so. As White furthers 

what Derrida writes on voice,  

But who is it that is addressing you? Since it is not an ‘author,’ a 

‘narrator,’ or a ‘deus ex machina,’ it is an ‘I’ that is both part of the 

spectacle and part of the audience; an ‘I’ that, a bit like ‘you,’ attends 

(undergoes) its own incessant violent reinscription within the arithmetical 

machinery; an ‘I’ that, functioning as a pure passageway for operations of 

substitution, is not some singular and irreplaceable existence… (Derrida 

325) 

 

The narrators themselves become nothing more than one disembodied voice to further the 

narrative. While White refers to the quotation marks of the five narrators as what is 

“holding together” the narrative, the complications of these voices and the use of 
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quotation marks further challenge the idea of them existing as independent interviews. 

Danielewski’s play with the quotation marks results in single quotations (of either the 

same or different color) being placed within the double quotation marks to indicate when 

the speaker is saying something another (a fellow orphan or adult) said aloud. This is 

furthered when The Man With No Arms speaks; all of his lines are italicized within the 

double quotation and single quotation marks. If taken literally, as White discusses, this 

could create a misunderstanding of who is speaking. However, with recognition of style 

and the changing colored quotation marks in editions, this could also further the idea that 

the five voices seamlessly act as one, considering they support one another through 

quotes and details. As for The Man With No Arms, italics in literature of this genre are 

often used to denote the way the character speaks. While it is difficult to tell why the 

italics are used here, it can be recognized as such to further separate The Man With No 

Arms from the other speakers.  

III. Regressive Modes With Future Structures 

This overlapping of narratives, as well as the overall structure and style of The 

Fifty Year Sword, is not unique to Danielewski’s novella. Rather, it draws from classic 

traits seen in gothic literature. Although the novella is a self-described ghost story for 

adults, the main plot does not fit into this genre in the strictest sense. There is no ghost 

present in The Fifty Year Sword that is at the “mercy of an elaborate and impossible plot” 

(Gilbert 68). Perhaps the only aspect of ghost stories that the text does fall into is that it 

“provides us with a means of evading the larger, and infinitely more unpleasant, issue of 

death” (Gilbert 68). The threat of death looms over the text as it is possible to assume the 

Storyteller’s reason for finding The Man With No Arms for the Fifty Year Sword was 
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because he wished to enact vengeance and kill someone, although this is never made 

clear. Furthermore, his surprising, unhesitating use of the sword on the five children, and 

his silence later when Belinda Kite uses it on herself, create a horrific feeling of 

powerlessness as the reader realizes that the same fate that befell Belinda will fall upon 

the five children as well. Yet, while it is possible for the reader to assume what happens 

to those cut by the sword, due to the inconclusive ending and the lack of complete 

descriptions of these specific deaths, they are technically “saved” from the vision of death 

itself. 

However, where The Fifty Year Sword fails to completely subscribe to the 

traditional ghost story, it does modify the structure through its use of the American gothic 

form. All professional news media outlets, when reviewing the novella, conscribe to the 

description of it being a ghost story for adults. Yet, they take this a step further to include 

the understanding of influences from the gothic mode. The difference between these 

reviews is the disagreement about which gothic author influenced Danielewski the most. 

While there may be some elements of the Southern gothic, similar to William Faulkner, 

or hints of influences from British late eighteenth and early nineteenth century gothic, I 

would argue Danielewski draws mostly from Edgar Allen Poe’s conception of the unity 

of effect. As Allan Lloyd Smith describes Edgar Allen Poe’s influence on American 

gothic, “Conventionally divided into tales of imagination and those of ‘ratiocination,’ in 

fact his stories of both types are examples of different strains within the Gothic, the drive 

towards mystery and the fantastic, and the corresponding drive towards explanation. The 

mystery stories invite and challenge interpretation…” (Smith 5). This play with what is 

known as real and what is still shrouded in mystery is prevalent throughout The Fifty 
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Year Sword. The elaborate locations of the Valley of Salt and the Forest of Falling Notes 

sound as if they are dreamed up by the Storyteller to inspire an exciting interpretation of 

an otherwise mundane landscape. However, as the Fifty Year Sword proves to be real, 

the mystery of the Storyteller’s narrative results in various interpretations of who he is 

and why he chose to invade the space of the birthday party to threaten the lives of the 

children and their caretakers.    

 While The Fifty Year Sword is still considered an experimental novella, it is the 

first of Danielewski’s works that is completely linear in structure and narrative.  It is also 

the first expected to be read from start to finish without any requirement of flipping to 

different parts of the text. This requires the need to address the question: what makes this 

text experimental? While The Fifty Year Sword is innovative and unique with the use of 

technology, creating a new process of textual engagement, as I discussed earlier in this 

thesis, its method of reading and narrative genre is regressive to classic gothic modes. I 

must note here, in terms of structure of both the printed and enhanced ebook text, every 

right hand page (the recto page) is completely blank. All text is on even numbered pages. 

The moments the right page is not blank are reserved for twelve illustrations that either 

stand alone from the text, or carry through to the left page (the verso page) to create a full 

landscape scene. As White further examines of these pages, he notes, that over the “50 

spreads, just over a quarter and considerably less than a third of the potential available 

text area is used” (White 112). Furthermore, White suggests that, at first glance, this 

reads as if the novella as a material piece is expensive and prestigious, considering the 

cost for printing the pages and making the hand-stitched illustrations. However, 

considering the layout of the text and the subject matter, in reality, the use of blank space 
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further complicates the expectations of the book. With each turn of the page, the reader 

becomes acclimated to the blank space. Yet, due to the expectations of the necessity for 

something, anything, to be on those pages, the blank recto page becomes a space of what 

can be, and what is not, at the same time. When something does unexpectedly appear 

there, a sense of anticipation for the next appearance is set in place. The emptiness of the 

recto pages becomes mixed with the sense of possibility. On the other hand, the breaks 

used on the verso pages within the text look as if they is trying to mirror poetry. Yet, it is 

difficult to substantiate that claim, as the narrative itself is not poetry or poetic, but rather 

simply narrative stretched out across the blank space.  I note this structure and blank 

space to understand the already unconventional nature of the printed text. This leads me 

to argue that the use of the enhanced ebook is, as Michael Joyce has discussed through 

the use of hypertext, “a delivery or presentational technology” (Joyce 41). He continues 

to explain that, “exploratory hypertexts encourage and enable an audience…to control the 

transformation of a body of information to meet its needs and interests” (Joyce 41). 

Therefore, the linearity and regressive nature of the narrative should not limit The Fifty 

Year Sword, as not all ergodic literature is strictly nonlinear in structure and style. 

Furthermore, the overall delivery process of the enhanced ebook is not the only 

experimental aspect of the text. It works to compliment the already innovative 

characteristics of the novella itself. The ability to make the text move and incorporate the 

composed music, rather than separate the pieces of work (as seen with House of Leaves 

and Haunted) or rely on a static format, the ability to make the text move and incorporate 

the composed music only furthers the potential of the text and subsequent experimental 

pieces. Rather, its use of the old gothic themes and narrative elements suggests ergodic 
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literature can continue forward in connection to traditional modes of reading and writing, 

rather than existing separately. 

Espen Aarseth defined cybertext as a form of computer-mediated textuality that, 

“is a self-changing text, in which scriptons and traversal functions are controlled by an 

immanent cybernetic agent, either mechanical or human” (Aarseth 71-72). This definition 

of cybertext is one I wish to subscribe to the digital texts I examine in this thesis. When 

this definition was written by Aarseth, the enhanced ebook was a concept that was not yet 

considered. However, while the enhanced ebook is not specifically thought of as a 

cybertext in the strictest fashion, I do believe that it grew from the idea. The first 

cybernetic factor in the enhanced ebook is the additional programming of the 

“enhancements” of visual and auditory applications. Secondly, the human element of the 

reader turning the page with her finger by touching the screen, includes the biological 

factor of cybernetics. The visual design of the ebook is made to look like a physical book 

on a device. Readers wanting to maintain the illusion of having the physical book can, on 

certain devices including Kindles, change the coloring of the screen to look like a word 

document or yellow parchment. In the Apple iPad, this function is furthered through the 

digital page being turned when the reader touches the screen to continue reading. These 

functions are programmed within The Fifty Year Sword. The technological enhancements 

are programmed in a way to give the illusion of reading the printed book on the screen. 

However, it is the addition of the animations that furthers the experience. 

IV. Moving Images and Applied Sounds 

All of the illustrations within the printed text version are hand-stitched, and the 

move from the print form to the enhanced ebook requires a preservation of these 
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complicated images. The most important of the illustrations is arguably the harvester 

butterfly. The first appearance of the butterfly is on the dedication page, and as the reader 

later discovers, it is the manifestation of the lost memory of the Storyteller that was paid 

to The Man With No Arms. The image of the harvester butterfly appears throughout the 

text five different times. Each time the butterfly appears, its stitching is different. Moving 

from the dedication page to the final credits page, the image of the butterfly becomes 

fuller (See Figure 6). Specifically, in the dedication page all that is left is a series of 

puncture holes where the butterfly was, with a few strings hanging out of them to show 

the damage that has been done, presumably over time as the image fades. As the butterfly 

appears throughout the text it becomes filled in with the colored stitching. The final 

image of the butterfly, appearing in the credits to the artists who made the illustrations 

(Regina Gonzales, Claire Kohne, and Michele Rverte), is the only time in the text the 

butterfly is completely stitched whole with all of the colors reflected in the children’s 

quotation marks. These five appearances reflect moments in the text where the central 

tension of “holding together” is threatened the most. This ranges from the description of 

the divorce between Chintana and Pravat, to the cut of the memory from the Storyteller to 

pay for his Fifty Year Sword. The choice of wordplay of the butterfly (as both a surgical 

cut and stitching) appears throughout as well, sometimes prior to the visual image of the 

harvester butterfly.  

While the first animation of the harvester butterfly on the dedication page is 

presented to the reader before she starts the novella, the true enhancements of playing 

with the blank space of the page on the screen are not completely implemented until the 

Storyteller starts to describe the physical terrain he had to travel through to find The Man 
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With No Arms and his infamous Fifty Year Sword. Up until this moment, the negative 

spaces are only transferred to the ebook version through the blank recto pages and solid 

illustrations of the Storyteller’s arrival. In his description of his travels, we have both text 

appearing and text disappearing. The Storyteller states, “Only shadows remained” 

(Danielewski 90), mirroring the blurry text of the Valley of Salt. Here, full passages or 

individual words are blurred out, looking almost shadow-like on the screen, until it is 

timed to become clear (and after a moment become blurry again), signaling things 

moving in and out of focus. Yet, even still, these early passages begin to acclimate the 

reader with this unexpected play with the text itself. As the story builds, the movement of 

the text becomes more complicated. The Forest of Falling Notes follows the Valley of 

Salt: “For you see in the peculiar Forest of / Falling / Notes, sounds could not hold / 

together. / Like pearls on a snipped / silk / thread, they / scattered wildly upon / the / 

ground” (Danielewski 108). Half of the text on this page is not safe. The letters separate 

from each other and crash down over the page like a waterfall. The first letters hit the 

page number, causing it to flip over in response to the impact and fall with the remaining 

letters. In accordance of the anxiety of “holding together,”21 the text cannot remain stable 

on the page. These moments provide a twofold experience for the reader. First, the 

animation visually conveys how the Storyteller claims the terrain behaved for him as he 

traveled. Secondly, they double back onto the critique of the process of storytelling and 

narration. As to the first, the break in structure on the pages, utilizing a significant 

amount of blank open space, allows for a disruption in both the usual flow of a story and 

through the graphic surface. As for the second, the children in these early moments are 

still trying to grapple with the story of the sword. The Storyteller’s elaborate descriptions 
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harken to the process of telling gothic ghost stories. The children, Chintana, and the 

Storyteller are sitting together in a dimly-lit room, relying on candles and the Storyteller’s 

voice to guide them. Whether or not these places exist in reality does not matter. Rather, 

what does matter is that they exist in the children’s minds pulling the reader into the text 

of the digital break between words and images.22    

Considering this disruption in words and images, it is interesting to note the 

differences in printed text to the play of the enhanced ebook. Before the creation of the 

enhanced ebook, White writes that visually, “What happens outside the quotation marks 

is not what was intended, it does not even make sense. The text’s quotation marks are a 

necessity if meaning is to be conveyed, if sound and spoken language is to be mastered” 

(White 111). Here, White is suggesting that the visual structure of the page and the events 

taking place outside of it in the narrative’s temporal reality do not match with what is 

written within the quotation marks. In consideration of White’s reaction to the text, when 

the movement and images in this moment are removed, the question of the transposing 

from print to digital narrative form must be examined. Is it perhaps more accurate to read 

The Fifty Year Sword in the enhanced ebook form rather than the printed form? Or do we 

now have two separate texts? Danielewski asked this question of himself when creating 

the enhanced ebook version of the text,  

At what point are we moving away from the novel entirely and moving 

into a new art form? …I’m concerned with image as well as text…There’s 

something that language does – it tickles certain parts of our mind. It 

registers in a way that image doesn’t…There’s also something about 

image that’s tremendously powerful and highly mnemonic…My vocation 

has always encountered this bifurcation between image and text. And 

maybe there’s a third part with music. What my books do, I’m coming 

around to, is explore that world between them. It’s not one or the other. 

It’s actually that liminal place on the threshold of image, on the threshold 
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of language, that maybe conjures, tickles, enacts something that’s a little 

new. (Howard, Book Business Magazine 2013) 

 

While this question is impossible to directly answer, the examination itself is necessary. 

In the printed form, the text is static and frozen. The structure of the page in question 

attempts to convey the cascading of the words and sounds in the Forest of Falling Notes 

through the unconventional structure of the text (See Figure 7).  However, what the 

printed form lacks, the enhanced ebook brings to life with the visual movement of the 

words falling off the page. Reading the description in the printed form and seeing them 

come to life in the enhanced ebook version are two separate reading experiences. Yet, in 

order for this process to work, it must be assumed the timed sequence of the page turns is 

done in such a way that the reader is pleasantly surprised, finding the movement 

interesting, rather than caught off guard and pulled out of the reading of the text. I will 

return to this issue later in the chapter. 

 Danielewksi’s own description of his vocation as “encountering this bifurcation 

between image and text” visually appears within The Fifty Year Sword in two separate 

instances. First, in the Forest of Falling Notes, the sentence “the world there was / 

constantly / severed” becomes cut by the surrounding illustration to then read, “the w / 

orld there w / as / con / st / antly / sev / ered.” This is followed by the cut letters falling 

off the page. The second instance is when Belinda Kite uses the sword to cut herself. A 

blank screen of two pages is given, with the accompanied sound effects that can only 

compare to those often used in horror films. Thin slashes of the sword begin to appear on 

the page, growing and cutting across each other, followed by the appearance of broken 

sentences describing her self-destruction. Here it is the reverse of the Forest of Falling 

Notes. Rather than the illustrations breaking into the text, the text breaks into the 
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illustrations. This placement requires the letters to separate from each other to 

accommodate the cuts made by the stitching. While the overall structure of The Fifty 

Year Sword breaks traditional expectations in print, its separation of the parts that make 

the whole of a word serves as a constant reminder to the reader that they are engaging 

with a text. The process of storytelling breaks the narrative down to the essential basics of 

word and sentence creation, furthering the anxiety of the inability of the text to hold 

together the narrative in a fixed state, both in time and for the reader.  

 As already briefly mentioned, the play with image is not the only enhancement 

that was included in the ebook version of The Fifty Year Sword. Rather, as Danielewski 

recognizes, his work plays with both the liminal spaces of image and text, as well as 

sound and text. Auditory engagement here is not held separate as it is with his other 

works, both House of Leaves/Poe’s Haunted and Only Revolutions/Biffy Clyro’s Only 

Revolutions. Rather, thanks to the programmed enhancements, the music and sounds are 

embedded within the page and timed equally with each turn as the illustrations and 

sequences are activated.  To start, alongside the first appearance of the first animated 

illustration (the harvester butterfly in the dedication page) is the first musical 

composition. Relying heavily on the piano, Christopher O’Riley composed, arranged, and 

performed both his original work and additional pieces by Ludwig von Beethoven.23 As 

Jacques Attali theorized on sounds and the structure of society, music itself is simply an 

“organization of sounds” that is then “a toll for the creation or consolidation of a 

community, a totality. It is what links a power to its subjects, and thus, more generally, it 

is an attribute of power in all of its forms” (Attali 6). The composed music appears 

throughout the ebook, often serving the same role a score would in a film. However, its 
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presence in a text is already disjointed, acting as a means to connect the reader to the 

environment of the narrative. The scene grants the Storyteller a sense of power over his 

audience, as well as further the sense of ominous dread his story conveys.  As O’Riley 

has discussed on his choices for creating the composed pieces,  

It’s a matter of necessity dictating what elements and what means will be 

used to get atmospheres or effects – that has led to a lot of altering of 

found objects, sound-wise. I mean, there’s quite a lot of the piece that has 

piano-generated sounds in the background; other instances are sound files 

I’ve manipulated. ‘The Forest of Falling Notes’ for example, necessitated 

utilizing digital means of creating that cascading sound sense;  using 

synthesizers with pitch-bend capability and then layering that with live 

manipulation of the piano strings in a similar cascade, like a blues guitarist 

using a slide. (O’Riley, BOMB Magazine 2013) 

 

O’Riley further describes how he analyzed the characters themselves and assigned 

personalized sounds and melodies to each, further conveying who they are in different 

moments of the text (O’Riley BOMB Magazine 2013). This is a method that has been 

used in the past by orchestral versions of classic fairytales and ghost stories.24 O’Riley’s 

dependency on sound files and the piano led to the blending of both melodic chords and 

minor key breaks that sound harsh and detached to make the score. By assigning a 

specific distinctive sound or effect to a character, the composed pieces deliberately assign 

an emotional association to the character.  

The second half of the included sounds of the enhanced ebook moves away from 

the composed pieces to the incorporation of everyday sounds. These sound effects 

include, but are not limited to, the sound of an old door creaking open, strong gusts of 

wind blowing through a landscape, as well as the thud that echoes through a chamber as 

each latch of the box containing the Fifty Year Sword is opened. These sound effects 

perform a different auditory enhancement for the reader. Rather than existing to fully 
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envelop a sense of mood or recognition of a characterization or development, the sound 

effects further the real elements of the environment. Reminiscent to the use of sound 

effects in old radio dramas, the use of this type of effect further engages with the 

listener’s imagination through the suggestion of sound. As Robert L. Matt writes on the 

history of the use of sound effects, “sound effects supply two important elements in 

drama and comedy shows – to inform and to appeal to some emotion. It is usually only 

when the sounds provide information that directors will allow artists the freedom to select 

natural sounds” (Matt 77). In the case of The Fifty Year Sword, Danielewski had given 

O’Riley the freedom to manipulate the sounds he wanted to add to the novella. Therefore, 

O’Riley chose to make use of natural sounds (i.e. the wind) and characteristic sounds (i.e. 

the creaking of the door being opened).25 In a sense, it is not necessary to have the sound 

effects to convey basic narrative information to the reader. The written text should 

provide it for the reader, creating a full feeling of the world of the narrative. For example, 

the characteristic sound of the door being opened appears at the end of page sixty-three. 

Yet the mention of a door physically opening does not appear until the beginning of page 

sixty-four, “Though the cause was none too mysterous/ — the front door just stood / wide 

open” (Danielewski 64). This sound effect is then followed by the illustration of the 

Storyteller on page sixty-six. Completely in black, the figure of a man stands in the open 

doorway. The illustration grows with the sound of echoes in a metal chamber, like ink 

being spilled, breaking into the verso page to cut through the narrative. The text on the 

verso page gradually appears: “‘The orphans,’/ was all he said. / And Chintana showed 

him the way” (Danielewski 66). This extra blend of sound effects with the text already 

provides the reader with an ominous sense of dread, foreshadowing the dark ending of 



51 

 

the novella. Without these effects, this emotional response would possibly not emerge 

until later in the narrative. The inclusion of these additional sounds, compositions, and 

effects begins to play on the line between media engagements (such as radio dramas, 

films, and television shows) with text.  

However, while these digital enhancements, including literal sound, are pivotal to 

the reading experience of an enhanced ebook, the in-text sounds of the voices also 

advance the novella. It is stated in the preface that the testimonies of the five orphans 

were done well after the events of that night, and quite possibly on the verge of when the 

cuts inflicted by the Fifty Year Sword would materialize. Any time we are relying 

heavily on the first-person account of events past, it is important to consider what might 

be incorrect or possibly misheard or misunderstood. Furthermore, as noted in the preface, 

there is an editor with the sole purpose of organizing the five orphans’ perspectives of 

that night. Through a look at any page in the text, it is clear the editing process consisted 

of stitching the five voices together as one. They cut into each other and interrupt one 

another to provide a full picture of what happened that night through the five 

perspectives. Yet, as other people (sometimes outside unknown forces, or characters 

within the events of that night) try to cut in, it can be difficult to differentiate between 

what is being said and what is being edited for the sake of the narrative. As Danielewski 

discusses this,  

Mistakes frame T50YS and riddle it – the narrative, the characters, not to 

mention the language. At its heart, T50YS confronts all that is wrongly 

taken. And so there are holes. Many holes. Though beware: those holes, 

which thread once filled, now lie like scars, injuries, traps. And yet even 

so, in those lacunae still lingers all that can be suggested, emended, maybe 

even restored. How the fabric of these lives, our lives, their stories, our 

stories might be resewn. The bits reassembled. The dots reconnected. How 
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out of what is destroyed – and always will be destroyed – a greater 

meaning might still be refashioned. (Treon, LitReactor 2012) 

 

In another interview with the Los Angeles Times, Danielewski also compared the five 

voices, drawing from a separated Greek chorus as the identities are “in conflict with one 

another” (Kellogg, Los Angeles Times 2012). It is impossible, as reader, to know what is 

real and what is not. It is also further impossible to differentiate between these different 

perspectives, intentions, and ideas of the five children. The unreliable nature of these five 

voices as they attempt to reconstruct a night from their childhood gives way to a specific 

noise within the text as the five talk over one another and compete for the attention of the 

reader.  Furthermore, as has been noted on the MZD Forums, the novella relies on two 

linguistic operations: “the tmetic ‘cut’” (“insitrusive” on 14, “fortipify” on 24, 

“consecawence” on 30, “colilusion” on 56), and “the portmanteau blend” 

(“smoothgrooved” on 32, “catchstitch” on 36, “prickstitching” on 52, “shimile” on 14). 

“Cut and stitch. It is surely no coincidence that the orphans’ initials suggest ‘tmesis’ as 

well as TIMES (tmesis deriving from the Greek meaning to cut)” (Raminagrobis MZD 

Forums 2013).  The use of these linguistic properties not only creates a layer of meanings 

textually embedded within the text (i.e. “accepetate” – a sort or palpitating acceptance – 

noted by juxtapolemic on MZD Forums 2007), but, further, a separation in pronunciation 

and linguistic tendency for each of the five voices. As one reads through the text, it is 

possible to allow the colored quotation marks to fade into the page, to instead read the 

narrative as one seamless voice. The use of these two linguistic operations reminds the 

reader that, in fact, there are five voices with five different distinctive dictions. 
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V. Reading Disruptions, Engagement, and Response 

 Although all of the enhancements I have discussed in this chapter provide the 

reader with a full immersive experience of the narrative, I must address the issue of 

disruption. As stated at the beginning of this chapter, each enhancement is programmed 

into the ebook with a specific timed sequence. These timers are set in place at the start of 

the reading process. In the case of The Fifty Year Sword, the time begins at the turn of the 

first page, after the preface. Once the ebook has had an opportunity to measure how long 

it takes for the reader to progress through a series of pages, it will adjust the timer to the 

appropriate time to start the sound and visual effects. However, it is understandably 

imperfect in gauging a reader’s progress. Some pages could be read faster than others. Or 

perhaps something outside the ebook could interrupt the reader’s progress, resulting in 

her lingering on a page longer than she usually would. Either of these circumstances 

could result in an incorrect timed process, further interrupting the flow of reading.  

Disregarding for a moment the animation of the illustration of the harvester 

butterfly in the dedication page, visually, the first textual animation appears on page 

eighteen. With the illustration of wind moving across the page from the recto to the 

verso, the letters of the word “peace” spin in a circle in the same shape as the illustrated 

wind until settling on the screen. This first presence of textual movement is simple. Yet, 

as it builds through the narrative, page fifty-eight is the first time text is literally cut apart 

and disappears from the screen, never to return. The affected text on this page (and in 

subsequent pages, as seen in The Forest of Falling Notes) is placed in the center of the 

page. What remains is the text above and below. While it is aesthetically appealing to see 

the digital enhancements play with what is being conveyed in the text, the risk of an 
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incorrectly timed sequence may create a gap in the narrative. As the Weinzimmers 

designed the enhanced ebooks, it is possible to turn the page and restart the process. 

However, the requirement of the reader to pause her reading to start over again breaks the 

flow. The interruption can pull the reader out of the narrative.  

While the sound effects and compositions do have the potential to break the 

reading process of the narrative, it does so in a different way. Rather than a disruption of 

the flow, resulting in the reader being constantly reminded of her engagement with the 

material text, the sounds can interrupt the reader or surprise her. Again, disregarding the 

composed piece that accompanies the appearance of the harvester butterfly on the 

dedication page, the first sound enhancement appears alongside the preface, followed by 

another musical accompaniment on the first page. The piano provides a disjointed dark 

element to the start of the novella. However, the minor keys and chords can distract the 

reader from the text or interrupt her thought process. Furthermore, as seen on the first 

page of the narrative, the amount of text to read is shorter than the accompanying 

composed piece. If the reader wants to simply continue moving forward, she could ignore 

the music and proceed with her reading. However, to do so would ignore the very 

enhancements that places the ebook separate from reading a basic printed text. 

Furthermore, the inconsistent nature of these composed pieces (and the even far sparser 

presence of the sound effects) has the potential to create an anxiety of anticipation for the 

next sound enhancement.  

Although the enhancements programmed into the ebook may potentially disrupt 

the flow of the reading process, overall, it creates a new sense of engagement with the 

text. Similar to Danielewski’s other works, The Fifty Year Sword can be interpreted in 
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many different ways. Fans and readers have speculated about everything from who the 

Storyteller really is, to what the sword itself stands for. The interpretation of this text are 

substantially different from the interpretations made when reading something as openly 

structured as House of Leaves. Rather than questioning what is happening within the 

narrative itself, readers have focused on honing in and clarifying the details. This switch 

in perspectives of the analyzing of the texts was done through how the five voices of the 

orphans were written. As Danielewski has discussed in his approach to The Fifty Year 

Sword, he wanted to understand the separation of voice from identity. In this way, he 

stated that he tried to actively include the reader as a voice as well. As he explained in an 

interview,  

We are all made accountable by the words we receive – how we read 

them, how we use them, how we change them, how we act on them, or 

even how we put them aside. As you already know, everything [the 

interviewer is] pointing out in T50YS is there to prepare the reader for the 

final moment of the book, the final page really. Which as it turns out, as 

you also already know, is not so final after all. “After all” never is. (Treon, 

LitReactor 2012) 

 

Understanding that all readers approach a text with their own personal experiences and 

established perspectives, The Fifty Year Sword seeks to provide a space to actively 

include this. Inasmuch as the overall structure permits the reader to approach the details 

of the narrative with her own personal moral beliefs and perspectives, the inability to 

create complete closure is still a prevalent concern with which ergodic literature seeks to 

grapple with. As D. A. Miller has theorized, closure, in the strictest sense, although it 

seeks to create a resolution for the reader, often only raises more concerns and questions 

that are non-narratable.26 
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One of the most discussed questions of the text is: Who is the Storyteller? On the 

MZD forums it has been speculated that he is Chintana’s ex-husband, Pravat, angry at 

Belinda Kite for destroying his marriage and wishing to exact revenge against her 

(TruantFinder, MZD Forums 2012). It has also been suggested that he could be Mosse 

Dettledown, considering he is the overall orchestrator of the entire evening’s events 

(Cald, MZD Forums 2006). Finally, while Danielewski has stated that the Storyteller is a 

real person, and has alluded to his name being provided somewhere within the text, some 

have come to the conclusion that he is nothing more than “some force of nature (perhaps 

Death?) that acts as a plot device in most fairy tales that in this case acts out judgment on 

behalf of Chintana that helps show the children the consequences of Belinda’s horrible 

actions” (dtm07, MZD Forums 2012). Overall, as one reader has pointedly described, 

“the difference between [House of Leaves] and [The Fifty Year Sword] is that HoL draws 

you down the rabbit’s hole and with T50YS, I think, we have to hunt for where the hole 

is” (heartbreak, MZD Forums 2012). While the start and end of the text is clearly 

identifiable, it is shifting through how the narrative takes the reader through the journey 

that results in this complication. What can also account for the differences in The Fifty 

Year Sword’s overall interpretation is how the text is read. As I addressed earlier, there 

are inconsistencies across the different printed editions over the years, as well as changes 

made between the printed and digital forms. One commonly cited example for this is the 

interruption that occurs on pages 104-105. In the original printed edition, the series of 

letters breaks across the Storyteller’s narrative on page 103, literally interrupting his train 

of thought. Yet, in later printed editions (and the digital ebook) this interruption stands 

alone in the midst of an illustration. Furthermore, the letters in the illustration spin on the 
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page, periodically getting larger and smaller. The underlying significance of this has been 

analyzed on the MZD Forums – for example, the user “heartbreak” has placed it through 

letter frequency analysis to find words such as, “eyen: archaic for eyes” or “neuem: 

German for anew” (heartbreak, MZD Forums 2010) – concluding it is impossible to 

decipher the full meaning of the interruption. These different formats of reading result in 

different experiences and potentially different interpretations. Unfortunately, at the time 

of writing this chapter, there are no critiques and open interpretations from fans on the 

MZD Forums, in reviews or interviews, to provide me with direct insight of how readers 

interpret the version of the novella in enhanced ebook form in comparison to the printed. 

However, with this acknowledged, as book designer Peter Mendelsund (who designed the 

cover of The Fifty Year Sword) has observed, and I maintain, the thought process a reader 

undergoes when reading an ebook of any form is completely different from when she 

engages with a printed text. The overall process of “digesting” the text is different from 

how a reader processes the printed form. The speed and interactivity with which the 

digital version allows the reader to engage creates an experience that requires her to 

incorporate and use different cognitive processes to factor in the sounds and images with 

the general interpretation of plain printed narrative text.   

VI. From Enhancements to Multi-Interactive  

 As Danielewski’s The Fifty Year Sword was among the first to begin to play with 

what ebooks can do, as I close this chapter I seek to address the present advancements 

made to enhanced ebooks. In the original design by the Weinzimmers, they already had 

an eye to the potential future of enhanced ebooks, citing a possibility to include videos 

and touch engagements. However, the data and device memory space required for this 
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has resulted in most of these enhanced ebooks to moving from platforms, such as iBooks, 

to existing as a standalone app a person can download to her device. One such app 

released in November 2014 is Pry, published by Tender Claws (an art collective and 

studio founded by Danny Cannizzaro and Samantha Gorman).   Moreover, in order to 

fully create the experience, Tender Claws had to push what the Weinzimmers designed 

further to create custom gestures, multi-touch experiences, and a new audiovisual 

component. Pry focuses on James, a demolition consultant, who has just returned from 

the 1991 Gulf War. The enhanced ebook utilizes these new features to enable the reader 

to explore James’ mind, both what he is seeing and experiencing in the real-time of the 

narrative, along with his subconscious thoughts. In an effort to explore the possibilities of 

“discovery” and play within an enhanced ebook, the reader can earn stars as a reward for 

how willing she is to push further into each chapter (See Figure 8). In an opening note in 

the “About” section of the app, it is advised that the ebook is “best experienced in portrait 

mode with headphones.” Although readers may restart chapters (this is unfortunately 

limited to restarting full chapters in their entirety rather than individual passages), overall, 

the more a reader is willing to approach each chapter differently, and explore, the more 

she will discover within the narrative as a whole.  

 To start, Pry’s prologue consists of a short video of James packing to deploy to 

the Gulf War. As he prepares to leave, he is struck by various childhood memories with 

his parents and pet dog. What follows are a few scenes of James in the war. Each image 

piles on top of each other in a tense montage, until the screen completely cuts to black. 

Leading seamlessly to chapter one, James is back from the war and lying in bed. The first 

request for touch engagement is an image of two fingers that advise, “Spread and hold 
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open to see through James’ eyes” (Gorman and Cannizzaro 2014). After it becomes clear, 

it then asks for the reverse of the reader to “pinch and hold closed to enter James’ 

subconscious” (Gorman and Cannizzaro 2014), creating a fast cascade of words James is 

thinking in that moment. The tighter the reader closes, the faster and larger these words 

grow. This process termed as “serial-flashing,” is cited to be created in design from “a 

cognitive science technique for measuring attentional blink called RSVP: rapid serial 

visual presentation…the technique sounds trivial yet is on first impact addictive, 

precipitating a strong desire to keep up” (Jhave, LAReviewofbooks.org 2014). The fast 

pace of the text immediately draws the reader in to interpret what it says and what it 

means. This “addictive” desire not only draws from the need to understand, but the need 

to receive in order to read and interact with the text. After these two notes, it is up to the 

reader to either open or close James’ eyes throughout the remainder of the book.27 The 

reader’s choice results in the appearance of different paragraphs to read either “outside,” 

through James’ eyes, or “within” James’ subconscious. Furthermore, if the reader lets go 

of the screen mid-paragraph, or in the middle of a flashing sentence slowly building, it is 

forever lost to the reader. This engagement of either prying open or pinching closed 

remains consistent throughout the following chapters. Whichever the reader chooses 

creates different journeys through the text.  

 In an interview, Gorman explained, “The form is the function” (Herstik, 

LAWeekly 2014). Pry picks up where enhanced ebooks of The Fifty Year Sword’s time 

leave off. By requiring the reader to touch the screen to physically assist the progression 

of the narrative, the reader is taking on a more direct involvement with the flow of 

reading. Without the reader’s willingness to touch the screen and continue moving 
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forward, the narrative physically stops. Unlike the print form, where the narrative exists 

in one space in its entirety, the enhanced ebook of Pry’s caliber cannot exist without the 

reader’s willingness to touch the screen and request the chapters to load. The play aspect 

of Pry may challenge the darker elements of its story, including violence and loss as 

James goes blind and copes with his memories of the Gulf War. However, despite the 

potentially conflicting and frustrating challenges that coincide with adapting to a new 

physical engagement in reading, the direct contact and control has the potential to push 

the relationship between reader and text.  

 When computers and devices became a part of everyday life for people, the 

transition from the printed form to the digital resulted in direct copies and transitions in 

form. As Cannizzaro poignantly describes the transition, “Early adopters weren’t 

confident in people’s digital literacy…That’s why developers can be so wedded to the 

familiar: From the trash bin to the notepad, everything on your computer has a real-life 

corollary” (Herstik, LAWeekly 2014). This perspective was carried over to the move 

from print books to the digital ereaders. The image of the novel in the ereader was 

designed to reflect the real printed counterpart of the text. However, as new technological 

innovations are incorporated into the texts, creators such as Danielewski, as well as 

Gorman and Cannizzaro, utilize what is offered and create narratives that challenge how 

readers engage with the text. Through a sense of touch or sound, the narratives come to 

life before the reader’s eyes. Recognizing this merging world of printed literature and 

digital production, experimental creators design worlds to experience.  
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Chapter Three: 
Reading Video Games: Cognitive Responses and  

Artificial Intelligence of Ken Levine’s BioShock Infinite 
 

 Over the years, experimental literature has been a term strictly reserved for texts 

such as novels, novellas, and hypertext stories online. I close my thesis with this chapter 

on video games because I wish to consider their inclusion into this category. Video 

games had not been examined as closely by literature scholars, prior to Espen Aarseth 

creating the first journal of video game studies and publishing it online in July 2001. 

However, despite the growing acceptance of video game studies, there still remains a 

reluctance to recognize and accept their status as a text. This resistance could stem from 

the “play” aspects of the games. In most modern games, the act of literally reading words 

on the screen is a limited activity. Rather, the narratives are incorporated further within 

the gameplay and movement of the characters. Yet, whereas scholars are reluctant to 

accept video games into literary scholarship, the gaming community is not aware of the 

debate at hand. When concerns and questions arise in the community, avid gamers tend to 

worry about access to the games and the preservation of gaming culture. The connection 

between creators and gamers can be understood as a social contract, where the gamer has 

a set of expectations of what she will be receiving from the creator. However, as seen in 

games such as BioShock Infinite (2013), where there is a clear influence of the Neo-

Victorian and other literary modes involved in the narrative, it is impossible to deny that 

the creators are aware of their connecting the literature and gaming communities.  

Therefore, in this final chapter of my thesis, I wish to call for a consideration of 

video games as a natural progression for experimental literature. The transition from the 

strictly-printed form to the enhanced ebook culminates in the full physical and cognitive 
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interaction video games offer. As electronic gaming has reached new heights in digital 

design, works such as Ken Levine’s BioShock Infinite challenge everything the player 

expects of gaming. Yet, while I do not wish to claim that all video games should be 

incorporated into the literary canon of study, I do push for an understanding of those that 

break past the conventional expectations of something one “plays” to something that can 

be “read.” Through the use of programing, such as artificial intelligence (A.I.), 

incorporated into these games, the players can engage with the narrative further to 

examine modern social issues. Although the player does not read the game in the literal 

sense of the word, the interpretation of the environments the player explores, as well as 

the process of engaging with the unfolding of the narrative, lends itself to an 

understanding of reading that aligns with the traditional mode. In order to understand the 

complex messages and plot of modern games, the player takes on the role of an engaged, 

active reader. Gaming offers the freedom of exploration of genre while providing the 

digital tools to push boundaries of narrative forms.  

I. Player As Reader 

While BioShock Infinite is a good representation of the move toward next 

generation (nex-gen) games, it is descended from a long line of role playing games 

(RPGs) that rely heavily on the choices made by the player. Before it, BioWare’s two 

famous series, Mass Effect (2007) and Dragon Age (2009), were forerunners of giving 

the player almost complete control of both the path the characters took and the possible 

interpretation of the outcome. As seen in Mass Effect, the player is allowed to choose 

from a vast array of options of what the playable characters looks like – from their 

gender, their race, and their back story – speech options, combat modes, and finally the 
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choice to be a paragon (a wholesome, good hero) or renegade (a hero who is more 

chaotic good, willing to do what it takes to save the galaxy). All of these choice-inspired 

games connect back to the mid-1970s, when programmer William Crowther developed a 

computer game inspired by Gary Gygax’s RPG, Dungeons and Dragons (Aarseth 98). 

His game, Colossal Cave Adventure, consisted of over 700 lines of Fortan code. In this 

sense, the players were given a world in which they could choose different paths to 

develop the full story. It was structured similar to texts, having a three-part tier of games, 

including a prologue. Although later versions of the game added pictures, similar to a 

Choose Your Own Adventure story, these games were primarily text-based and relied 

heavily on the player to pick different directions to guide the story along. 

Similar to these original adventure games, the stories of modern RPG video 

games are completely dependent upon the player. The player must be willing to devote 

the time and energy to the gameplay in order to make things happen. By focusing and 

investing in the story offered, the player permits the events to unfold. Without the 

player’s participation, scenes would remain in a perpetual state of suspension. However, 

with the advancement of electronic gaming mechanics, the complexity of plot and the 

inclusion of elements of ergodic literature, the player now takes on the secondary role of 

reader, necessary in both completing and understanding the game. At the core of the most 

popular games of the past couple of years, such as BioShock Infinite (2013), The Last of 

Us (2013), and InFAMOUS Second Son (2014), is a new incorporation of ergodic 

literature elements and art that moves towards the nex-gen games and consoles. To 

dismiss the player’s ability to also take on the role of reader when playing video games is 

to ignore a critical element to these complex, modern games. The structure of modern 
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electronic gaming is segmented into “chapters” with distinct titles describing the 

narrative progression. These chapters break up key components of the story, much like a 

novel does. The player is forced to engage with the plot in order to examine the thematic 

elements. Physical movement and cognitive engagement combine in a play and 

readership mode to complete the experience.  

Set in 1912, BioShock Infinite takes place on the mechanical floating city of 

Columbia. The city is stationed above the state of Maine, therefore giving way to its 

name after the female personification of the United States. The player is Booker DeWitt, 

a former Pinkerton Agent, who has been hired by Rosalind and Robert Lutece to find 

Elizabeth in fulfillment of their proposed deal to, “bring us the girl and wipe away the 

debt” (Levine 2013). He is to take Elizabeth to the twins in New York as payment to 

clear the debts he has accumulated over the years. However, Booker learns that both 

Elizabeth and Columbia are not all that they seem to be.  Just moments into his search for 

Elizabeth, Booker is a victim of religious zealotry and placed in the center of the conflict 

between the pseudo-Christian theocratic government created by the Founders, and the 

working class Vox Populi. Pointing to a red scar on the back of his hand of the initials 

“AD,” the people of Columbia turn against Booker, believing him to be the false prophet 

that will take away the Lamb of Columbia (Elizabeth). Yet, this is still only the tip of the 

metaphorical iceberg. After finding Elizabeth, the two work together to escape the war 

and flee Columbia through side missions that often take them through “tears” in the 

fabric of time, originally created by scientific experimentation. With the help of 

Elizabeth’s ability to break through these tears, the two realize they can travel cross-
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dimensionally. Through this cross-dimensional travel into infinite possible realities, the 

player discovers the truth behind the Lutece twins’ plan. 

When making their way through the Hall of Heroes in search of a vigor28 that will 

help them power an airship to escape Columbia, at the memorial of Lady Comstock 

Elizabeth realizes she is the daughter of Columbia’s ruler, Zachary Comstock. As the 

story unfolds, it becomes clearer that Comstock is an alternate version of Booker DeWitt, 

making him her father as well. Following Booker’s involvement at the Battle of 

Wounded Knee, he had to choose whether or not he would participate in a baptism to rid 

him of his sins. If he chose not to participate, Booker would continue down his original 

path until he was a burned out, former Pinkerton private investigator in New York. 

Alternatively, assuming Booker did not make the decision, by default this would create 

another alternate reality where he did accept the baptism and became Comstock. As 

Comstock, he would continue on to work with a Lutece twin (depending on which reality 

he is working in will depend on whether or not the Lutece is a male or female) to create 

Columbia. Due to his sterilization from overuse of the Lutece Field, Comstock convinced 

the Lutece twins to help him access Booker’s daughter, Anna DeWitt, and kidnap her to 

his reality where she would be locked away in a tower and raised as Elizabeth, the Heir of 

Columbia. Although at first Booker was willing to sell his baby daughter to Comstock, he 

had a change of heart, and what followed was a fight of tug-of-war over the baby. 

Comstock’s side won, pulling Elizabeth to his reality. Unfortunately, during the fight, 

Anna’s pinky was cut off as the tear closed and remained in Booker’s reality. Because 

she simultaneously exists in two realities, Elizabeth is able to travel between the tears in 

the fabric of time. This ability also later allows Elizabeth to see every possible reality that 
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can exist. Realizing the Lutece twins have been working together to enlist various 

Bookers across many realities to destroy Comstock and Columbia, Elizabeth sees that the 

battle has happened before and will happen again if she does not intervene. At the site 

where Booker must make his choice, Elizabeth shows him that the creation of the 

alternate reality where Comstock rules is unavoidable. Multiple Elizabeths appear from 

various different realities that had been affected by different versions of Booker and 

Comstock:  

Preacher Witting: And what name shall you take, my son? 

Elizabeth 1: He’s Zachary Comstock. 

Elizabeth 2: He’s Booker DeWitt. 

Booker: No…I’m both. (Levine 2013) 

 

The ensemble of Elizabeths together drown Booker, simultaneously killing the idea at its 

conception, and therefore killing all possible Bookers, Comstocks, and herself in one act. 

One by one, each Elizabeth fades until we are left with the primary Elizabeth standing 

alone in the baptismal water. However, the after-credits scene shows Booker waking up 

again in his private investigations office in New York. He calls out for Anna and goes to 

a side room. There, the player sees a crib and Booker calms down considerably. It is 

unclear, however, as to whether or not baby Anna is in the crib or already taken away.  

As a reader of the game, the player is both physically and mentally immersed in 

the plot. By deciding to participate in side missions or follow certain leads over others, 

the player is reading the text of the game with a specific lens of her choosing. However, 

as important as these decisions are, it is the active reading the player performs when 

analyzing the details of the plot that results in the final personal experience and 

understanding of the narrative. If the player simply moved through the game leisurely, 

with little conscious thought, important events and plot points would be lost in the 
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mechanics of coursing through the game to defeat the Boss Battle at the end. Therefore, 

only the player’s active engagement in reading the game’s story will result in the desired 

effects the creators had in mind.  Aki Jarvinen furthers this by calling for an 

understanding of the psychological relationship between the player and the game. 

Jarvinen writes, “gameplay, as a human experience, is instilled with emotions, from 

fierce to mild in their intensity, and from persistent to fleeting in their temporality” 

(Jarvinen 86).29 These emotions are brought to the game through the personality traits of 

the player. Each player responds to games differently. These reactions lead to the 

different responses from the programmed companion characters, as well as different 

scene results, giving way to a vast amount of readings and interpretations of a game’s 

plot. 

The advanced programming creators are utilizing furthers this connection of the 

player’s personality traits and emotions with the story of the game. Unlike the 

programing of the late twentieth century, the current applications of A.I. to games of 

today are driven by player’s decisions influencing more than just simply unlocking the 

next mission. A.I. has been used in video games since its inception. Specifically, as 

Georgios N. Yannakakis has suggested on A.I. development, there are three applications 

for A.I. in gaming. These include the player-experience modeling, in which the emotions 

of a player are discerned so the game can make adjustments. This further extends to the 

game difficulty and the A.I.’s recognition of player intent. Secondly, A.I.s are used for 

procedural-content generation, in which the various aspects of an environment are 

generated. Finally, data mining allows designers to further examine how players use the 

game. This shows which levels are played most, as well as which areas are too difficult, 
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resulting in the player having to stop the game (Yannakakis 2012).  By using this 

programing in characters such as Elizabeth of BioShock Infinite, the way a player 

responds to certain aspects of the game affects the way Elizabeth will interact with the 

player’s controllable character.30 For example, during the fight scenes, if the player 

decides to perform more elaborate and brutal maneuvers in killing enemies, Elizabeth 

will respond disapprovingly toward the main character, going so far as calling him a 

“monster.” However, if the player is more pragmatic and willing to kill her enemies with 

one shot, rather than drawing the death out, Elizabeth will not object and continue to 

follow their lead.  

What makes the design of Elizabeth groundbreaking in comparison to other A.I.s 

is, first, that she is not mute and has full conversations with the playable character. 

Secondly, she is not a companion character the player has to worry about getting in the 

way, or feels the need to protect from enemies. As lead programmer John Abercrombie 

explained, “If you had run off, she would catch up, she would realize you were leaving 

and go with you, but if you give her the opportunity to, she will do interesting stuff” 

(Goldfarb, IGN 2013). The scene in which he is explaining Elizabeth’s programming is 

in relation to the first time she has been freed from her tower and is playing on the man-

made beach of Battleship Bay. There are responses programmed that allow her the 

freedom to interact with her environment overall. Elizabeth has the responsibility of 

guiding the player to where they should be going, offering narrative in context with their 

surroundings, and engages with the environment to further develop the world. Her playful 

nature and interest in exploring is, in part, what made Elizabeth a character fans loved.  

Yet, it is also these aspects of her that begins to engage the player’s cognitive 
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responses.31 Level designer Amanda Jeffrey discusses how certain movements of 

Elizabeth were programmed in such a way as to draw the player’s eye, or encourage 

different responses to certain scenes. Animation director, Shawn Robertson furthers, “We 

have different emotions we can put on Elizabeth, depending on what the narrative calls 

for. And emotions can change her facial expression, as well as change the way she stands 

or the way she walks. So we have these emotions that she can enter in and out of 

throughout the game, depending on the situation that calls for it” (Goldfarb, IGN 2013). 

The responses from Elizabeth begin to inspire a sense of empathy,32 encouraging the 

player to engage with the narrative as a real world to inhabit.  

These crucial decisions and active involvement with the game’s story result in 

different experiences for different players.  In BioShock Infinite, Levine utilizes this 

relationship in order to inspire a discussion of social stratification. As Nick Yee writes on 

the relationship between video games and players, “We don’t play games just because 

they fit our gameplay motivations, we also play them for deeply human and cultural 

reasons”33 (Yee 35). BioShock Infinite is the third installment of a series of games that 

focus on the juxtaposition between the underwater city of Rapture, created by Andrew 

Ryan, and the floating city of Columbia, created by Zachary Comstock. This series is 

made up of BioShock, BioShock 2, BioShock Infinite, as well as two downloadable 

contents (DLCs): Burial at Sea Part 1, and Burial at Sea Part 2. Although I cannot avoid 

discussing the series in almost its entirety, due to the issues brought up concerning the 

reading of Daisy Fitzroy, I will be primarily focusing on BioShock Infinite by itself. 
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II. Challenging Narrative Structures and Possible Parallel Worlds 

The tears in the fabric of time are the catalyst for the focal points of the game to 

springboard off of. Because Elizabeth technically exists in two separate realities, she has 

the ability to see the tears in the fabric of time, open the passage, and cross through an 

infinite number of possible realities.34 By having the freedom to move the characters 

through these different realities, Levine creates a narrative that continuously requires the 

player to question what is “real.” This drive to discover the truth lends itself to multiple 

interpretations of the text. Elizabeth is not the only character who can travel between the 

tears. Rosalind Lutece, a physicist and assumed original Lutece twin, created the Lutece 

Field, which focuses in on these tears, allowing her to both look into and later pull both 

items and people from other realities into her own.  It is assumed that this is the machine 

Rosalind used to look into the future to learn the technology that enabled her to create the 

floating city of Columbia. This is also the machine that was used to bring her male 

counterpart, Robert, into her reality. Later, the machine is used by Comstock to kidnap 

Elizabeth from her reality, where she existed as Anna in New York with Booker, to the 

reality of Columbia. These tears exist as holes throughout the city. While Elizabeth and 

Rosalind may be the only people who can fully access them and travel between them, 

citizens of Columbia can look through them and study or listen to things on the other 

side. For example, Jeremiah Fink (who created the vigors) studies a biologist for his 

information and scientific breakthroughs, while his brother Albert Fink uses the music he 

hears from other realities to create new pieces of art. This specific accessibility to other 

worlds allows the player to fully examine the most important thematic element of 

BioShock Infinite: social stratification. 
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The possible worlds of BioShock Infinite is the most challenging piece of the story 

for the player to read. As Booker attempts to escape, he finds himself in various realities. 

These include, but are not limited to: realities where pivotal characters are either alive or 

dead – or in some cases both,35 a reality where Booker is the deceased martyr of the Vox 

Populi revolution, as well as the reality where Booker encounters Elizabeth as an old 

woman as she wreaks havoc on the United States below her. These possible worlds both 

constrict and free a person. When faced with decisions – often presented as crossroads in 

the road of life – the path a person chooses could possibly define and change the course 

of not just their life, but those surrounding them as well. Yet, as Elizabeth later shows 

Booker, that same person could potentially exist in another reality where the opposite 

decision is made. This results in the creation of a new possible world. These separate 

worlds become embodiments of two completely different lives of the same person in 

parallel realities. The game plays on the average player’s desire to believe that we all 

create our future through our choices in life. However, offering the parallel realities 

where the other roads were chosen creates a new perspective of one’s place in the world. 

This begins to call into question a person’s free will and, by extension, the reader’s.    

As discussed in the beginning of this chapter, potential challenges can arise that 

limit a reading of video games. It is these challenges that further questions whether or not 

games can be held to the same level as a printed text. Because there are no limits to a 

person’s thought process in decision-making, it is technically possible to have an infinite 

number of possible worlds existing simultaneously. For the purpose of focusing the story 

of Booker and Elizabeth, BioShock Infinite utilizes the moderate realism perspective of 

possible worlds.36 In moderate realism, as Ruth Ronen writes, “…possible worlds exist 
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within the confines of the actual world and are viewed as components of the actual world. 

The actual world is a complex structure that includes both its actual elements and non-

actual possibilities, that is, the way things might have been” (Ronen 22). In this way, the 

player may assume that the reality the game starts in is the central reality. In other words, 

it is the center-most reality, while the other possible realities exist simultaneously 

alongside this main reality. As the player is constantly having to readjust her perspective 

of the narrative to acknowledge the new reality she is thrust into, it can be confusing and 

difficult to understand what happened to the center-most reality and what the main 

timeline of the narrative is. Furthermore, within this plane of existence, items that are 

“non-actual possibilities” can be accessed. These include freight hooks to travel on using 

Booker’s sky-hook, as well as ammunition, health packs, and assistance weaponry (such 

as the George Washington Motorized Patriot). Elizabeth explains that these items exist in 

another reality. Items appear in black and white against the color backdrop of the game 

and can be accessed by opening tears on that specific spot in the fabric of time (See 

Figure 9). Furthermore, while Booker and Elizabeth travel through different realities, 

there are moments throughout the game when they return to the center-most reality the 

player started off in. Eventually they also end the game in this first reality and participate 

in the final battle between the Founders and the Vox Populi. This entanglement with the 

war has the player seeking to destroy both sides, in hopes of destroying both ideologies 

along with Columbia. Thus, while the completely digital form has the potential to lend 

itself to innovative cognitive and physical engagements with narratives that further 

immerse the player within the world of the story, plot tools such as the possible worlds 

can potentially disrupt the flow of the reading process.  
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However, while it may be confusing to have a complete visual and audio 

engagement while receiving a complicated narrative through the seemingly endless layers 

of possible realities, the events that occur in these moments inspire different emotional 

responses within the player. The final reading of the narrative itself is ultimately affected 

by these responses. As the player must factor in different possibilities of the characters’ 

lives, it becomes clearer that moments across time are connected. As philosopher 

Gottfried Leibniz first wrote of possible worlds, “For it must be known that all things are 

connected in each one of the possible worlds: the universe, whatever it may be, is all of 

one piece, like an ocean: the least movement extends its effect there to any distance 

whatsoever, even though this effect becomes less perceptible in proportion to the 

distance”37 (Leibniz 129). While all possible worlds are connected and existing 

simultaneously, it is easy to assume that the odds of the events occurring in one world 

affecting another are low. Let us also presume that the only thing separating these 

possible worlds from each other is the fabric of time. However, when reading BioShock 

Infinite as a text, the player must suspend their disbelief when applying these assumptions 

to the game.38 Worlds reside alongside each other in a vast space of existence, never 

mixing thanks to the fabric of time. But what happens when people find a way to focus in 

on those weak points in the fabric? As BioShock Infinite shows, these weak points are the 

tears both Rosalind and Elizabeth utilize to allow events in one reality to affect the events 

of another, as well as cross-dimensional travel. As people become conscious of the other 

possible realities, the social structure begins to collapse in on itself, exemplifying the 

stratification between classes of people. As these structures collapse, it becomes difficult 

to pinpoint who is evil and who is good.  
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The theme of free will is one that is ubiquitous throughout all of the BioShock 

games. In the first installment, it is placed in the forefront as the primary focus of the 

game. As Andrew Ryan says to the player’s character, Jack, “In the end, what separates a 

man from a slave? Money? Power? No. A man chooses, a slave obeys” (Levine 2007). 

This is, of course, expanded beyond the literal sense of the slave/master relationship. 

Instead, this examination of choosing versus obeying proposes that every person is a 

slave to their own life.  If the decision a person makes in one reality only results in the 

opposite existing simultaneously in another, is it possible to assume that the person made 

the original decision of their own free will? Or were they simply acting as a pawn within 

the grander scheme of the reality? At the end of the battle between the Founders and the 

Vox Populi, Elizabeth shows Booker that he and Comstock are the same person existing 

in two different realities, and that Elizabeth is actually the daughter, Anna, whom Booker 

originally gave up to Comstock to pay off his debts.39 As discussed earlier in the chapter, 

this decision can be traced back to whether or not Booker accepts baptism to atone for his 

sins after his participation in the Battle of Wounded Knee. This moment creates a cycle 

of violence. Realizing this decision is what places everything in motion, Booker attempts 

to avoid the decision altogether. However, this is impossible to do on his own, 

considering it affects thousands of lives. This inability to personally decide to change his 

future gives way to the question: Are we free to make our own decisions? Is Booker 

allowed to turn down the baptism and not give away his daughter? Or is he committed to 

a pre-determined higher plan set in motion where the denial of baptism automatically 

creates Comstock and Elizabeth in another universe? As the Lutece twins pose in Burial 

at Sea, Part 2, “It’s up to you which matters more: your part in the play or the play itself” 
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(Levine 2014). Therefore, BioShock Infinite considers whether or not we are allowed to 

make decisions for ourselves. Or is the decision we make pre-ordained to fit in with the 

reality surrounding us? Furthermore, if we move away from the path the possible world 

we are in is taking, does this derail the reality? Or does it simply create another possible 

reality?  

III. Collapsing Structures and Social Stratification  

In the present day, this strife and frustration has been expressed in various 

movements in the United States, such as Occupy Wallstreet and Low Pay is Not OK. It 

may first appear that BioShock Infinite specifically intends to present a critique on social 

stratification in the United States of today. Rather, the interpretations and understanding 

of this racism and class struggle are completely dependent on the reader of the game. As 

Levine stated in an interivew, “I think these games are a bit of a Rorschach for people. 

It’s usually a negative Rorshach…” (Lahti, PCGamer 2012).40 Therefore, while themes 

are offered to the player, it strictly depends on how the player reads the material that the 

themes are understood and examined. While many see this game as a denunciation of the 

Tea Party and favorable to the working class, others can potentially see it as a racist, 

white supremicst-encouraging game. As Levine continues, “If [the BioShock games] are 

about anything they’re about not buying into a single point of view. About having a lack 

of confidence in anything. They’re not ever an attack on a single idea. It’s a bit of a 

plague on both your houses” (Lahti, PCGamer 2012).41 Similar to what Mark Z. 

Danielewski’s discussion concering his novella, The Fifty  Year Sword, the reader 

appraoches a text with her own voice, as well as her own personal perspectives. When the 

creator offers an open space for this voice to be brought into the construction of the 
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narrative, the final interpretation of the text is completely personal. Electronic gaming has 

the ability to further experiment with this, offering an examination of various 

oppositional perspectives of a present-day issue.  

The basis of the infinite possible realities of Booker and Elizabeth rests against 

the backdrop of an alternate history.42 Because Rosalind Lutece utilizes the Lutece Field 

to see through to other time periods, she already plays with realities and technology, 

igniting the start of the neo-Victorian premise infused with traits typically seen in the 

science fiction subgenre of Steampunk. Furthermore, the presence of fairytales instilled 

in Elizabeth’s backstory as the girl in the tower that needs to be saved is prevalent. Often, 

fans have aligned her with Disney’s version of Princess Belle of Beauty and the Beast, 

given her coloring of white and blue, the blue bow in her brown hair, and the character’s 

book smarts.43 However, it is Columbia’s involvement in history that solidifies the basic 

groundwork of BioShock Infinite. Originally built to serve as a floating world’s fair by 

the American government in 1893, it was sent from continent to continent to serve as a 

symbol of American exceptionalism. Yet it did not take long before this fair transformed 

itself into a floating battleship. Deciding to take advantage of the advanced technology 

and weaponry aboard Columbia, Comstock took it upon himself to fire upon Chinese 

civilians during the Boxer Rebellion of 1901. The United States government chastised 

Comstock for his rash decision, which resulted in Columbia seceding from the country. 

In search of a vigor to assist in their escape, Booker and Elizabeth find themselves at the 

Hall of Heroes. This museum’s primary purpose is to fully explain the alternate history 

BioShock Infinite relies on. Exhibits in the museum depict detailed dioramas of scenes 

from the Boxer Rebellion, the Battle of Wounded Knee, as well as Lady Comstock’s 
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Memorial (See Figure 10). By situating Columbia as a devastating battleship, and 

solidifying Booker and Comstock’s role in the Battle of Wounded Knee, BioShock 

Infinite creates a complete universe for which this reality can exist.  

It is assumed that Columbia was meant to be a beacon of hope and a message to 

other nations of just what exactly the United States was capable of. But this supposed 

utopia centered on prosperity and purity is a mask for the dystopia of a tyrannical and 

racist-focused world. The city of Columbia takes the superiority complex to a completely 

new level. When making their way through the Hall of Heroes, the exhibits portray the 

suffering and destruction of the Chinese and the Native Americans. These images 

emotionally impact the player in such a way that requires her to reflect and read the story 

carefully to understand the transition from the utopian drives and impulses toward a more 

sinister dystopia. The death and destruction depicted in this alternate history profoundly 

unsettles the player emotionally. As Paul Alkon writes of alternate history fiction and 

Uchronia, the manipulation of the past results in various possible futures, or possible 

realities. “Uchronias of alternate history, moreover, may also be more or less explicitly 

intended as portraits of possible futures presented for convenience as though their 

distinctive features had already come into being”44 (Alkon 129). These “portraits,” when 

taken to the extreme, as with Columbia, can come together to allow the player to fully 

read the story as science fiction often intends: an examination of the present day society 

in which the reader lives. 

Hayden White theorized on the historical text, quoting Northrop Frye, “Every 

work of literature has both a fictional and a thematic aspect” (White, 193). Here, in 

BioShock Infinite, as the player becomes further immersed in the backstory of the city of 
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Columbia, it becomes clear that the gameplay and leisure enjoyment is taking a back seat 

to the thematic elements the game wishes to discuss. Inequities rooted in social 

stratification is a prevalent issue in both present day United States as well as the early 

twentieth century version of America the game derives from. In BioShock Infinite, the 

minorities of Columbia are degraded and forced to work strictly in menial labour with 

absolutely no hope for upward mobility within the class structure of the city. These 

citizens live in the underbelly and slums of Columbia, suffering exploitation and 

degradation. The darker images of these slums is a stark contrast to the bright pastel 

nature of the surface streets the player initially explores at the start of the game (See 

Figure 11). The Founders of Columbia are ultra-nationalists who have, over the years, 

held tight their control of the city in their effort to keep it pure for white American 

citizens. Any interaction, or intermarriage between a white person and a minority could 

potentially result in public stoning. Tired of the oppression, various groups that have 

failed to destroy the Founders over the years establish the Vox Populi. It consists 

primarily of minorities and white sympathizers who seek to gain rights for all of 

Columbia’s citizens. However, it is revealed later that the original concept of the Vox 

Populi was created by Comstock himself, to use as a scapegoat and continue his control 

of the police state he created. Daisy Fitzroy volunteered to take on the role of leader of 

the revolution in hopes of making the fantasy become a reality to overthrow the 

Founders. As the player sees in the progression of the game, the many years of fighting 

has blinded the Vox Populi, filling them with pure hatred to the point where it becomes 

difficult to truly discern the line dividing good and evil between the two groups.  
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Daisy Fitzroy is the focus of this theme. In The Art of BioShock Infinite, a 

companion book created by Dark Horse Publishing, the progression of designs of Daisy 

Fitzroy show her character development as one that is meant to inspire a revolution. The 

text box that accompanies her art designs states, “Daisy Fitzroy is the leader of 

Columbia’s Vox Populi movement. Her character, inspired by famous radical leaders of 

history, is an embodiment of charisma, power, and fanaticism” (Murdoch 24). While this 

description fits her final model, the designs that precede this clearly show other 

influences taken into account. The first row of Daisys are of women in full body 

jumpsuits, of which four of the five are striped either grey and black or white and black, 

implying a convict. While it is learned in the Hall of Heroes that Daisy is a wanted 

woman for the murder of Lady Comstock, it becomes clear that she was put up to it by 

Comstock. Subsequently, the bottom row of Daisys all look as if they belong fighting 

beside Che Guevara, with elaborate coats, boots, and rows of bullets slung over their 

bodies (For these images, see Figure 12). Only the last group is close to the final version, 

each with some piece of the trademark red that denotes the color of the Vox Populi. Her 

image stands out against the other background Vox Populi members on the previous 

pages, of which most are men dressed in working men’s clothing with some trademark 

red on them somewhere, and a page of a woman with different designs of red on her face, 

reminiscent of war paint. Through this visual conception of the leader of a revolution and 

her followers, the player is already pulled into a specific experience of the world. As the 

2K forums display, many wanted to side automatically with the Vox Populi. However, as 

things start to escalate as Booker and Elizabeth travel to different realities where Daisy 

has managed to paint the city of Columbia in their signature red, and fighting is a daily 
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occurrence in the streets, the reading of the main thematic element of the game becomes 

complicated.  

At the core of class stratification is the power an individual holds over another. In 

BioShock Infinite, this institutionalized inequality to access social rewards and 

commodities results in the upper strata’s ability to assert their will over others; essentially 

one race has power over another. As Max Weber proposes in his three-component theory 

of stratification, social groups result from an interplay between wealth, prestige, and 

power; specifically, the economic situation, status situation, and the political parties.45 

One way an individual or social class garners power is through amassing an 

overabundance of possessions needed and lacking by another social class. The upper 

strata is reluctant to share these accumulated possessions with the lower social classes, 

and instead keeps them for their own benefit, as reflected in sociologists Gerhard 

Lenski’s distributed systems theory.  This can range from basic necessities, to power 

within the government. After Booker and Elizabeth retrieve Chen Lin, a gunsmith, from a 

reality where he is not brutally executed by Comstock, and move him to the central 

reality, they attempt to stabilize him within the new reality by going to Shantytown to 

retrieve his confiscated tools. Shantytown is the official housing community for factory 

workers employed by the Columbian corporation, Finkton, which is controlled by 

Jeremiah Fink. In this town, the workers struggle to survive due to low pay, poor working 

conditions, and dilapidated housing.  Here, as the player moves through the town, they 

get a glimpse of starving children, sick and malnourished adults, trash-can fires, and 

deteriorating buildings. The people without the basic necessities, as well as the power to 

change their situation, are confined to a life of suffering and poverty. 
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Utilizing the possible worlds theory, BioShock Infinite takes this engagement a 

step further by exploring every potential situation of a world. In the central reality, 

Comstock is oppressive and seeks to demean the common person. At the start, the player 

may believe the game advocates for equal rights for everyone, regardless of their station 

in society. However, even this early in the story, the player’s moral beliefs are challenged 

when they are invited to participate in a game at the Columbian fair. The objective of the 

game is to shoot the images of the revolting soldiers, receiving double points for shooting 

the image of Daisy Fitzroy. Yet later, when traveling through realities, there is a world 

where the Booker of that reality has died as a martyr for the Vox Populi cause. Therefore, 

when the main Booker the player controls arrives in this reality, members of the Vox 

Populi are skeptical of him because they believe the real Booker to be dead. Through the 

fighting taking place, the player sees that the Vox Populi have been gaining control of 

Columbia. However, they have escalated their offence by simply attacking every white 

person not on their side. They are blinded by their hatred after years of oppression. This 

escalates to the point where, after Daisy Fitzroy murders Jeremiah Fink, she kidnaps his 

child and places a gun to his head. Elizabeth takes it upon herself to end the brutality by 

sneaking up behind Daisy and stabbing her with a pair of large scissors.46 This moment is 

also used as the defining point in Elizabeth’s character, transitioning her from a naïve 

young girl to a determined adult woman. 

This alternate reality and depiction of the Vox Populi twists everything the player 

originally believes about the game. It becomes difficult to determine which side is good 

and which is evil. Ultimately, it is up to the player reading the story of the game to 

decide. The issue of Daisy’s death and the circumstances surrounding the Vox Populi in 
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this moment have inspired a debate that is still discussed on forums in the fan community 

today. In early 2013, after the game was released, the debate focused on the events 

surrounding what fans referred to as BioShock Infinite’s “risky” discussion and handling 

of American racism. While some argue about the political or religious implications of the 

game, as one member stated, “I found the Vox uprising to be as messy and bloody and 

senselessly violent as a real uprising of a mob of disenfranchised people. These aren’t 

well trained, well disciplined soldiers. They’re an oppressed underclass who’ve been 

given guns and fired up with violent rhetoric” (JoseonOne, 2K Forums, 2013). What 

inevitably follows is a debate on the power of revolutions and the issue of the 

implementation of change in both history and present day war-torn areas. This debate 

continues until another member aptly states that, like the BioShock games before it, 

Infinite’s challenges to an individual’s personsal political and religious beliefs further 

places her in the situation where she must fight with or against both the theocratic 

Founders and the revolutionary Vox Populi. In doing so, by presenting the progression of 

both sides moving to a form of extremism of themselves, the player must further destroy 

both perspectives if she wishes to move forward toward a more hopeful future 

(laigerzero, 2K Forums, 2013). 

IV. Alternate Endings, Reader Engagement, and Response 

In the first installment of BioShock, the player is given two possible endings. As 

the player explores Rapture, guided by the voice of Atlas, she has the choice to either 

harvest the Little Sisters she encounters for their ADAM (a substance processed from a 

Sea Slug that is used to genetically manipulate tissue in the human body – giving way to 

special abilities), or to not harvest the Little Sisters and instead save their life. If the 
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player saves the lives of all of the girls, five of them will return to the surface with Jack 

and live full, happy lives under his care. The final scene shows all of the grown women 

surrounding him lovingly on his death bed. However, if the player harvests any of the 

Little Sisters, after the final boss battle against Atlas, Jack will turn on the remaining 

sisters and kill them for their ADAM. The narration condemns Jack for his actions. 

Instead of a bathysphere returning to the surface with Jack and the girls, the player sees 

that it is filled with nuclear missiles, and Jack has taken over Rapture. The story will 

result in either a sad or harsh narration, depending on the number of girls the player 

harvests. These alternate endings were, as Levine explains in an interview, requested by 

the publisher of BioShock. He cites that the two endings were a final compromise 

between himself and the publisher, but that he tends to prefer largely ambiguous 

endings.47 Yet, when it came to BioShock Infinite, Levine was successful in obtaining the 

creative control of having one ending that was left open for many different 

interpretations. This elaborate ending does not offer closure for players, but rather creates 

more questions than it answers. While it is agreed in fan forums and media outlets that 

the choice of Elizabeth to drown Booker in the baptismal waters results in the death of 

Comstock, what happened after is still debated. Despite the sense of finality Burial at Sea 

Parts 1 and 2 offer, the finale of BioShock Infinite is still unclear.  

As Wolfgang Iser theorized on reader response, “indeterminacy can also be 

counterbalanced at any given time in terms of the individual experience of the reader. He 

can reduce a text to the level of his own experiences, provided that he projects his own 

standards onto the text in order to grasp its specific meaning” (Iser 228). When playing a 

game like BioShock Infinite that seeks to discuss social issues such as social stratification 
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and personal responsibility, the outcome of the ending relies on more than what the 

player reads in the ending. It also takes into account her personal beliefs. The player first 

enters the game with her education and personal background concerning these topics. 

When discussing the war between the Founders and the Vox Populi, the individual online 

surveys I conducted of gamers offered more answers of people being politically aligned 

with the Vox all the way to the end. However, on the 2K fan forums there were a few 

who openly discussed their reasoning for understanding the Founders’ point of view. The 

narrative is written equally so as not to skew the focus toward sympathizing with either 

perspective, or designing characters to limit the player to interaction with only one 

political perspective. The player fills any gaps in the narrative with her own personal 

beliefs and political opinions, often without realizing they are doing so. Furthermore, the 

player chooses what she does or does not see in the game. In comparison to the printed 

texts I have discussed in previous chapters, the narrative of BioShock Infinite is not given 

to the reader up front. Most of the back stories of the central characters of the narrative 

are provided to the player through audio recordings (known as voxophones). The player 

has to choose to find these voxophones throughout the game. Yet, it is easy to miss these 

audio narratives, and therefore miss a piece of the story itself. Finally, as mentioned 

earlier in Elizabeth’s design, while she is programmed to respond to her environment and 

guide the player to possible hidden experiences within each level, if the player so 

chooses, she can instead focus on the mission and move forward to solve puzzles and 

participate in battle, rather than explore these environments. Both Robertson and level 

designer Amanda Jeffrey further acknowledge this. As Robertson states, “and we’ve seen 

that happen, and our hearts break into tiny little pieces. But that’s what it is. The gamers 
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are allowed to do that. It’s their game” (Goldfarb, IGN 2013). Ultimately, what 

information the player receives, what experiences she has, what games and exploration 

she participates in, and what small narrative elements she further researches will factor 

into how she interprets the final scene of the game.48 

A complication that must be taken into consideration in regards to video games as 

text is the audio and visual aspect of the narrative that contribute to the player’s 

experience. While there may be moments of reading printed text, it is often rare or 

specific to the gameplay. These can include, but are not limited to, in-game dialogue, 

music, background design, interaction with both the non-playable character (NPC) 

companion and the background characters, as well as player choices in battle and 

exploration. A game the size of BioShock Infinite offers a vast array of explorative 

moments, whether in buildings and hidden corners in levels, or within the background 

images. A notable example of each is, first, in Finkton, the player can enter a bar and go 

to the basement, pick up a guitar, and play while Elizabeth sings. Secondly, after Booker 

and Elizabeth travel from the center-most reality to the reality where Chen Lin has not 

been executed, the religious relics in his home change from a statue of Buddha to that of 

a statue of Comstock. While these small details contribute to the story and the world of 

the realities Booker and Elizabeth inhabit, but the various things to see and interact with 

can become overwhelming. Without the patience to explore every nook and cranny, or 

perhaps receive help from an online walkthrough or friend, it can be virtually impossible 

to see everything programmed into each level of the game.  

While BioShock Infinite is often praised for its beautiful graphics, its music is 

another notable contribution to the experience. Although the tears in the fabric of time are 
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more often used to explain the steampunk elements of the technology and world of 

Columbia, they are also used to explain the presence of anachronistic music.49 For 

example, when Booker first arrives in Columbia, there is a barbershop quartet singing 

“God Only Knows” by The Beach Boys. These songs are hidden in random levels 

throughout the game. As Booker and Elizabeth travel to another level of the city, outside 

the window the player can see the Lutece twins dancing to a phonograph playing an early 

twentieth-century version of R.E.M.’s “Shiny, Happy People.” The stark contrast 

between the environments of Columbia blending with these modern pieces can both be 

entertaining as well as further set the mood for certain scenes.  A notable example, is 

when in the midst of a battle during the reality where Booker is the dead martyr of the 

revolution, a homeless Vox child sits by herself and sings an acapella version of the song 

“Fortunate Son” by Credence Clearwater Revival. However, like other ergodic texts that 

incorporate outside digital pieces meant to enhance an experience, the inclusion of these 

audio enhancements in a scene can be disrupting. The disruption is often pointed to the 

use of the voxophones in the game. After collecting one, it plays over the scene, blocking 

out any other sounds of the gameplay. The pull for attention is competing between what 

the player sees and what the player is hearing. The distractions may result in the player 

having to physically stop moving in order to focus on what the audio recording is telling 

her about the narrative, or perhaps save all of the voxophones for later, to listen to them 

all at once. Still, the hunt for the voxophones, and other hidden parts of the narrative, 

including the code breaker book to interpret the Vox graffiti, of which even I eventually 

gave up trying to interpret and ultimately ignored, affects the amount of the story the 

player has to work with to examine the ending.  
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As discussed earlier in this chapter, in the end, Elizabeth chooses to drown 

Booker to kill the idea of Comstock before he can exist. If one were to end the game here, 

it would be assumed that while Comstock was killed before he could carry out his future 

destruction, Booker dies with him. However, if a player sits through the credits in their 

entirety and watches the cut scene at the end, the interpretation can change. As Matt 

Tripp answered my survey, “I like to think that it all happened and just destroyed those 

other timelines, effectively killing those versions of Booker, Comstock, and Elizabeth. I 

think [Booker and Anna] are reunited when Booker wakes and hears Anna crying” (Tripp 

2015). There was a common mistake in all of those surveyed who believed Booker and 

Anna were reunited: hearing the baby cry. A look back at this final cut scene shows that 

this is incorrect. There is no sound of a baby crying. Rather, the player only hears the 

sound of the light music playing over Booker calling Anna’s name. So, why a baby’s 

cry? The people surveyed did not know each other, and each came to the same 

conclusion, alongside others on the 2K fan forums. Perhaps it is simply an effort to make 

a concrete connection between the positive theory and the ambiguous ending.50  

However, others surveyed suggest that because the scene cuts to black before Booker can 

look inside the crib and physically see Anna there, that in reality she wasn’t in the crib. 

Furthermore, as Isaac Meadows answered, she may not have ever existed. “Or, if the 

drowning didn’t have the effect of destroying all Booker/Comstock outcomes that Anna 

had still existed and been taken away” (Meadows 2015). These three possible endings 

question the process of effectively erasing the choices made by Booker, and by extension 

Comstock. As Meadows, and others on the forums seem to agree, if we take into account 

that every decision made can subsequently create another reality where the decision was 
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not made, it is possible to assume there are other Elizabeths and Bookers going into 

different lighthouses that either lead toward or away from the baptismal waters. This 

means that while in the reality of the game Booker dies, there are others where Elizabeth 

does not kill Booker and instead continues the cycle of violence.   

 These various conclusions of the ending and meaning to the narrative are only 

possible thanks to the blending of traditional literary elements of possible universes with 

the enhanced digital medium. The mechanics of the game allow the player to engage with 

the A.I. character to have a direct hand in developing the narrative. This, by extension, 

includes how the larger thematic elements are presented and examined. The final 

understanding of the social issues BioShock Infinite examines, such as free will and social 

stratification are strictly up to the player, further creating an open dialogue between 

readers on the subject. The intersection between narrative and the mechanics of electronic 

gaming gives way to a new modern mode of reading and engaging a text. Yet, ergodic 

literature’s ability to take things past the constraints of everyday narrative offers the tools 

electronic gaming needs to tell its story. Like the other RPGs, BioShock Infinite breaks 

down the barrier between player and game in order to create a new virtual story to 

experience. 
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CONCLUSION 

As presented in this thesis, House of Leaves by Mark A. Danielewski, The Fifty 

Year Sword by Mark Z. Danielewski, Tender Claws’ Pry, and Ken Levine’s BioShock 

Infinite, display the move from the printed form to the use of digital technology as a 

natural progression for narratives. Yet, as stated in the introduction, I do not wish to 

further the argument that the print form is dead. There will always be a need for the 

printed text. However, as the modern technological age offers new forms to work with, 

creators are constantly pushing the structures of their narratives. As all of these works 

present, the basic core of their narratives are drawn from traditional genres, but each are 

expressed through the unconventional. These four pieces are representations of ergodic 

literature through the progression from print to full digital interactive experiences. Yet, 

while ergodic is often perceived as something new, or resisting the expected, its nonlinear 

structure can assist in raising new questions about the traditional. Therefore, as the digital 

has drawn from the traditional, the two schools of theory can fold back onto each other. 

With this thesis, I have made the case for the need of a new perspective for the two to 

coexist. As ergodic literature continues to grow, the necessity to redefine what is worth 

studying, as well as a formal exploration to the question of what should be included in 

narratives both politically and thematically, becomes clearer.  

When researching for this thesis, I found it difficult to find a conclusive theory of 

ergodic literature. Although there are essential theorists who are often referenced in 

ergodic literature discussions, the study of texts, such as the ones I present in this thesis, 

are still in the infancy stage. As critics, such as Espen Aarseth, George P. Landow, 
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William Parry, J. Yellowlees Douglas, Markku Eskelinen, and others, have conveyed, 

ergodic and hypertextualities calls for a participatory criticism. Inasmuch, it requires a 

multi-engagement, inclusive relationship between creators and readers when considering 

texts. As Landow writes, “Equally important, it permits another glance, a re-vision of 

aspects of our past and present, because even a brief experience of reading and writing in 

a hypertext environment denaturalizes and demystifies the culture of the printed book” 

(Landow 306). Digital narratives raise further questions about the reading process and the 

future of literature scholarship.  

With this thesis I have also presented new definitions for conventional terms often 

used in literary scholarship; specifically for terms such as “author” and “reader.” As 

Landow writes, “the figure of the hypertext author approaches, even if it does not entirely 

merge with, that of the reader; the functions of reader and writer become more deeply 

entwined with each other than ever before” (Landow 90). Rather than limit the term 

“author” to those that put pen to paper to write their narratives, I seek to use the word 

“creator” and call for a further understanding of all who work to further the process of 

storytelling. In this way, the writer in the standard understanding of the word can be held 

to same level as someone who writes code for video games or digital apps. Although the 

mode of transmitting the information from the text to the reader is done in various ways 

(whether it is ink and paper or a computer screen) they accomplish the same goals in 

engaging with the reader. Furthermore, concerning the latter term, one must respond to 

the medium presented in order to read the text. The understanding of “reading” House of 

Leaves may be different from the traditional linear narrative of a novel, but it is 

interpreted in the same vein. This, I maintain, is applied to the digital realm as well. 



91 

 

Although a reader sits, holds the book, and physically engages with House of Leaves, the 

differences of what they are performing as a reader is not as substantial from what a 

player does when engaging with a completely digital video game, such as BioShock 

Infinite. The difference in reading may start with the player holding a game controller 

rather than the text itself, but without the reader’s physical engagement of moving the 

characters, as well as cognitive engagement of interpreting the narrative, the text cannot 

unfold. Therefore, I redefine the word “reader” to acknowledge these various different 

means of receiving the narrative. However, it is important to note here that including 

video games and other digital mediums into this definition of “reader” requires an 

acknowledgment of possible limitations. With this understanding, I do not make the 

claim that all video games should be accepted as ergodic literature, but rather certain 

games that meet the parameters of challenging narrative engagement, with an eye to 

classic genre modes.  

I wish for each of the chapters to be understood as a means to push for a 

conversation and new perspective of the question of narrative mediums. As Aarseth 

concludes in his declaration of the genre, “The successful ergodic work of art maintains 

tension and excitement while providing a path for discovery, a coming into focus of a 

didactic of the design and hidden principles at work in the work” (Aarseth 179). 

Technology appears to be a driving force behind the progression of the tools used to 

construct narratives. Each chapter of this thesis takes a specific form from this 

progression and discusses the implications of its structure and engagement with 

scholarship and readership. The present established understanding of what exactly the 

novel is, as well as what should be included, does not often address form. Because of this, 
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there is still a reluctance from literary scholars to include certain ergodic texts in both 

classrooms and literature study, as creators continue to challenge the cognitive and 

physical requirements of print to digital narratives, the question of what is worth studying 

in classrooms can begin to be revised. 
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Figure 1: First Appearance of the Minotaur 
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Figure 2: Cut-out Boxes 
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Figure 3: The Minotaur Sword 
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Chapter 2 
 

Figure 4: Title Page 
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Figure 5: One Voice 
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Figure 6: Harvaster Butterfly 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



99 

 

Figure 7:  The Forest of Falling Notes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



100 

 

Figure 8: Pry Table of Contents  
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Chapter 3 

Figure 9: Possible assisted weaponry  

 

 

Figure 10: Hall of Heroes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



102 

 

Figure 11: Finkton 

 

 

Figure 12: Daisy Fitzroy Concept Art 
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Figure 13: Elizabeth Concept Art 
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ENDNOTES 

 

Chapter 1 
 

1  Mark B. N. Hansen describes House of Leaves as “media-technical” in that it is “not simply a stylistic or 

formal, shift in the function of the novel” (Hansen 598). Furthermore, in addressing the text’s obsession with 

media and technology, Hansen writes that it moves from one medium to a more “hybrid media ecology” 

(Hansen 598). 

2 Although it has been suggested that this could be in reference to the blue screen used in moviemaking, as a 
“backdrop onto which anything can be projected” (McCormick 57), the second perception of its use as a 

portal through which to enter, as seen in hypertext experimental works, I argue, stands stronger here when 

examining the overall creative structure of the text. Placed together as a bound “found documents” novel, 

ultimately, the different perspectives on the meaning behind the colors and use of blank space on the page 

provides further insight into the many personal interpretations of the novel itself. 

3 E. M. Forester famously wrote on plot versus story in Aspects of the Novel, as well as the different 

elements at work. He states, “In most literary works there are two elements: human individuals…and the 

element vaguely called art” (Forester 85). In this sense, the characters are there for the creator to both be 

talked about and, to help usher in the theme and other issues the creator would like to talk through them. 

Furthermore, Forester writes, “we have defined a story as a narrative of events arranged in their time-

sequence. A plot is also a narrative of events, the emphasis falling on causality” (Forester 86). 

 
4 Nathalie Aghoro writes in her essay “Textual Transformations: Experience, Mediation, and Reception in 

Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves” on the textual excess of House of Leaves, “textual excess leaves 

the reader disoriented, while at the same time offering the freedom to explore Danielewski’s work on his or 

her own path. On the one hand, an understanding of the text is bound to remain fragmented; on the other 

hand it becomes personal…” (Aghoro 2012: 68). While I do agree that it can make the experience personal 
for the reader, I disagree that these aspects of the text should be referred to as “excess.” Rather, all of these 

presumably “extra” pieces of the storyline are not “extra” at all, but rather necessary to contribute to each 

individualized experience with the text, giving way to each individualized interpretation.  

 
5 The Courier font is usually associated with typewriters. Having been designed by Howard Kettler and 

introduced by IBM in 1955, the name originally intended for Courier was “messenger” (unknown 2009). 

This original title and its use for Johnny furthers his role as the messenger for the story of the house to the 

readers. Furthermore, it is a common practice to have manuscripts sent to publishers printed in Courier font. 

The found document mode of transferring information from the creator to the reader further provide a visual 

aspect to this with the use of Courier font for Johnny’s sections. 

 
6 The use of footnotes in ergodic literature is a common practice. This, of course, was stemmed from other 

traditional pieces of literature as well, including James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake or Vladimir Nabokov’s 

Pale Fire.  However, prior to Danielewski, most notably David Foster Wallace’s ergodic text, Infinite Jest, 

includes 388 pages of endnotes. 

 
7 Although writing about Only Revolutions, N. Katherine Hayles’ work on the temporality of syntactic 

sequences can apply here to House of Leaves as well. Through Joseph Frank’s semiotic model she writes, 
“…the paradigmatic indicates alternative word choices that define a given term through their differential 

relations with it, while the syntagmatic refers to the temporality of syntactic sequence. Envisioned as two 

perpendicular axes, the model effectively converts a temporal line into a plane of interaction” (Hayles 160).   

 
8 The complete track listing of Haunted is as follows:  

1) Exploration B 

2) Haunted 
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3) Control 

4) Terrible Thought 

5) Walk the Walk 

6) 5 & 1/2 Minute Hallway 

7) Not a Virgin 

8) Hey Pretty 

9) Dear Johnny 

10) Could’ve Gone Mad 

11) Lemon Meringue 

12) Spanish Doll 

13) House of Leaves 

14) Amazed 

15) If You Were Here 

16) Hey Pretty (Drive-By 2001 Mix) – features Mark Z. Danielewski reading a section of Johnny’s narrative 
in place of most of the lyrics sung by Poe 

 
9  At the time of creating House of Leaves, Danielewski’s life was shrouded in the similar mystery as his 

own published works. However, with Poe’s semi-autobiographical companion album, as well as with 

subsequent interviews of both Danielewskis, information on their personal lives has become widely known. 

Although the myths surrounding the creation of House of Leaves and its doubling in both the fictional and 

real-life treatment of the text and publication are still prevalent, the mystery surrounding Danielewski as a 

creator is not. 

  
10 Although the literal definition of katabasis is in reference to a descent of some sort, it is used in epic 

convention as a hero’s descent into the underworld. However, it must be noted that, in order for there to be a 

katabasis, there must be some sort of anabasis (or ascent) to return to the living world again. In accordance 

with my interpretation I offer in this chapter, Navidson undergoes the process of both katabasis (as he 

returns to the labyrinth one final time in chapter twenty) and an anabasis (if we are to read the conclusion of 

the novel with the return of Johnny from the labyrinth). This engagement with the novel itself as a mode of 

katabasis for both the characters in the narrative and the reader has been discussed by Finn Fordham in 

relation to both House of Leaves, Wallace’s Infinite Jest, and Don DeLillo’s Underworld. Fodham furthers 
this with what he calls “regressive underworlds.” He writes, “…some narrative sequences flow out of sight, 

underground, so that events on the surface then unfold in a manner that cannot be explained by what is on 

the surface” (Fordham 36). 

 
11   Robert Kelly further expands this interpretation in a review for The New York Times, writing,  “Since 

Danielewski has chosen to examine the horrific absence at the heart of life…the message they bring home is 

a chilling one: Fear lives in the earth, and we meet it as it rises, night after night, in place after place. That is 

all we can do, the only way we can distinguish our lives” (Kelly 2000). 

 

As Steven Pool elaborates in his review for The Guardian, “House of Leaves, even so, is a superbly 

inventive creation. It is not mere genre fiction, because the author so gleefully ignores the conventions of 

horror: no finally unmasked monster, no ghosts, no malign extraterrestrials. There is only the house” (Poole 

2000). 

 
12 Peter Brooks further expands on this in Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative: “only the 

end can finally determine meaning, close the sentence as a signifying totality.” (Brooks 20) Closure, he 

argues, is what ultimately allows us to interpret the narrative. Without that sense of closure, there is no clear 

interpretation. However, as texts such as House of Leaves shows us, a more ambiguous ending gives way to 
multiple interpretations.  

 
13 Often a common question that raises these doubts of whether or not Navidson lives is, how did Karen 

receive the final exploration tape? Some believe the labyrinth made it appear in the five and a half minute 

hallway in the same way it brought back Navidson after the first time he was lost to the house. But if we 
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accept this as a true possibility, then the theory of Navidson giving up his life to the labyrinth is still 

plausible, in that he died and the house gave Karen the recording of his final exploration. 

 

 

Chapter 2 

 
14 The Fifty Year Sword was originally a novella published in Sweden by Mark Z. Danielewski. For the 

purpose of this chapter, I will be focusing on the re-published version issued in 2012 that was subsequently 

turned into an enhanced ebook through Apple.  

 
15 This issue of the access to enhanced ebooks had a detrimental effect on Danielewski’s The Fifty Year 

Sword. As a lengthy forum thread shows the progression from introduction of the enhanced ebook to its 

release, fans worked together to try new ways of coding to transfer the enhancements from Apple products 

to other devices (a collaboration seen in various forms by fans for access to information in various fandom 

cultures). However, despite efforts, they came to the conclusion that it did not matter what they tried to do to 

share the enhancements with one another, other devices do not support CSS3 or full HTML coding required 

for stabilizing these enhancements in the ebooks. As Ellimist on the forums explained, the use of Epub on 

devices (except Amazon) acts as a “container for .html files, which are a formatted text of a book” (Ellimist, 

MZD Forums 2012). The Epub3 is the function required to contain both the basic text and the audio and 
visual additions. The changes across devices resulted in a different “Note to the Reader” from Danielewski 

concerning each version given:  

 
 
16 When I discuss inspiration from video games in enhanced ebooks, I am referencing this sense of play. 

This is notably seen through the requirement of the reader to touch the screen in order to physically engage 

with the text, as well as allow the narrative to continue to unfold. This connection creates a direct physical 

connection between the reader and the text. Furthermore, the specific type of programming in the movement 

of the text and images, and the timed music is similar (or in some cases, as in with the use of images – 

Sprites) to that of video games.  

 
17 Sprites are usually in reference to a two-dimensional (although they can be three-dimensional) image or 

animation. CSS sprites are designed so “the computer could fetch a graphic into memory, and then only 

display parts of that image at a time, which was faster than having to continually fetch new images. The 

sprite was the big combined graphic.” For more information on the CSS code for sprites, see “CSS Sprites: 
What They Are, Why They’re Cool, and How to Use Them” By Flip Stewartt (css-tricks.com/css-sprites 

2015). 
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18 All of these colors, of which, has been suggested on the MZD Forums, are found within the wings of the 

harvester butterfly. This harvester butterfly is used as the model to design the butterfly presented on the 

dedication page, as well as the loss of the Storyteller’s memory. It should further be noted that the harvester 

butterfly is found in East Texas where the novella takes place.  

 
19 It has been noted on the MZD Forums that the first letter of the children’s names (when taken in the order 

that they are introduced in within the text) spell TIMES, and the last letter of each name spell FATES 

(Chad2113, MZD Forums 2013). While this does not directly affect the narrative, it does pose further 

questions on the thematic elements of time in the novella.   

 
20 Throughout the text, the Storyteller is not named. Rather, his mysterious and dark nature is focused on the 

way he looks and acts. Interpretations of who this man is has been discussed on the MZD Forums. The 

possibilities of who he is have been cited from being Chintana’s ex-husband to Mose Dettledown. For more, 
see section five of this chapter.  

 
21 Glyn White discusses the process of reading The Fifty Year Sword, drawing attention to the fact that the 

“holding together” is a constant anxiety in many forms throughout the text. Whether it exists through the 

literal holding together Chintana tries to do for Belinda or the non-literal of the text itself attempting to hold 

itself together. The enhanced ebook, in this way, takes it a step further as all text is at risk for being 

manipulated, cut, moved, or repurposed due to the enhancements programmed.  

 
22 White further discusses the process of the novel as form, writing, “The possibility of irritation in texts that 

utilize the graphic surface in unconventional ways reminds us of a familiar (rather outmoded) accusation: 

that such texts mark themselves as not novels (or stories) in the traditional sense at all” (White 114-115).  

 
23 These composed pieces were originally created for the live performance of The Fifty Year Sword for 

RedCat held on Halloween in 2010. They were then later adapted for the enhanced ebook. 

 
24 Although not cited as a direct influence, this method of employing a specific sound or instrument for a 

specific character is reminiscent of orchestral performances of fairy tales; i.e.:  Sergei Prokofiev’s 1936 

composition Peter and the Wolf. This specific version was later famously performed by the Philadelphia 

Orchestra and narrated by David Bowie in 1978.  

25 Robert L. Matt provides a detailed history of sound effects, further illustrating the progression of the 

various categories (including natural sounds and characteristic sounds). Although he is primarily focusing on 

the use of sound effects in television, radio, and film, his examination is still applicable to enhanced ebooks. 

It is safe to assume that much of the processes Matt discusses in his book are applied to the sound effects 
created for the enhanced ebooks. He also discusses extensively how these special effects were made and 

what their use did to inspire cognitive responses from its listeners. For more, see Matt, Robert L. Sound 

Effects: Radio, Television, Film (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc: 1989). 

 
26 Specifically, Miller writes, “…closure, though it implies resolution, never really resolves the dilemmas 

raised by the narratable. In essence, closure is an act of ‘make-believe,’ a postulation that closure is possible.  

Although we have tried to make clear the moral advantages of this postulation, we have also been concerned 

to show its self-betraying inadequacy.”  (Miller 275) Although the text gives the reader a sense of 

approaching closure and a finality to the close of the text, the language used results in a more inconclusive 

interpretation and the sense of textual gaps. 

 
27 The only break to this pattern of multi-touch engagement is in chapter three. Here, the reader is introduced 

to a new physical gesture to interacting with the text. It comes without warning, immediately disrupting the 

process the reader thought they already had figured out. What appears on a black screen is what looks to be 

braille. The white braille comes across the screen and stays there unless the reader does something. When 

touching the screen, the reader must move across the braille sentences as if they would be reading it by 
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touch. But, with every touch to a new braille image, the words are spoken as if being sounded out. Images 

and video appear behind the fading braille, displaying what is being spoken.  

 

Chapter 3 

28 Vigors are reminiscent of the plasmids in the original BioShock narrative. The plasmids of Rapture are 

injected into the arm of the main character, Jack, giving him superhuman abilities. In BioShock Infinite, 

Booker drinks the vigors’ formulas and gains abilities that assist him with missions, battles, and his escape 

from Columbia with Elizabeth. It is later revealed in Burial at Sea, Part 2 that the biologist Fink studies and 

interacts with is Su Chong of Rapture, from BioShock, who designed the plasmids, Big Daddies and Little 

Sisters (which further assists in Fink’s design of the Songbird in BioShock Infinite). 

29 In Understanding Video Games as Emotional Experiences, Jarvinen calls for more study and 

understanding of the emotional engagement of the player with the game, believing that the player’s 

psychological interaction offers further insight into gameplay itself. For more, see Jarvinen’s essay, 

Understanding Video Games as Emotional Experiences in Perron, Bernard and Wolf, Mark J. P. eds. The 

Video Game Reader 2 (New York: Routledge, 2009). 

30 Ken Levine discusses the social degradation of video games as well as the use of advanced programming, 

such as A.I. in Elizabeth in an interview. For more see, Griffiths, Daniel Nye. “Irrational Decisions: Ken 

Levine talks BioShock, Burial at Sea and the Future of Storytelling” in Forbes issue 11/04/2013 (New York: 

Forbes Publishing, 2013). 

31 Lisa Zunshine pushes this further to suggest that the novel itself is a cognitive experience. She writes, 

“Writers can exploit our constant readiness to posit a mind whenever we observe behavior as they 

experiment with the amount and kind of interpretation of the characters’ mental states that they themselves 

supply and that they expect us to supply” (Zunshine 22). This blend of what is provided by the writer with 

the thoughts and personal experiences of the reader allow the fictional character to take on a life of their 

own. The reader furthermore responds to these characters – whether it be with sympathy or empathy – as if 

they were real.  

32 This desire to inspire empathy within the player, to begin to have her examine the narrative at hand, 

creator Ken Levine, cited the design of Splicers in the first installment of BioShock. He explains, “…in both 

San Francisco and New York, I’ve seen a lot of mentally ill people sort of in a fugue state; they can’t 

perceive their surroundings, and are sort of living in a memory. You can’t help but feel terrible and 

compassionate when encountering these people, and I wanted to get that across with the splicers. I wanted 

the players to feel empathy” (thewayfaringdreamer.com, 2015). Furthermore, this was programmed into the 

Big Daddies and Little Sisters of BioShock, of which their connection to Elizabeth in programming was also 

drawn into the narrative of her and the Songbird.  

33 While Nick Yee primarily discusses online gaming, the points he makes are still interesting and crucial to 

understanding the relationship between players and all forms of electronic gaming. For more see, Yee, Nick. 

The Proteus Paradox: How Online Games and Virtual Worlds Change us –and How They Don’t (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2014) 35. 

34 Of course, in all technicality, due to the game design this can only be done in theory. The different 

possible realities Elizabeth can enter are chosen based on the narrative itself and left to the player to decide 

which ones are going to be explored. There are, notably, a few that are determined as required alternate 

realities the player must explore for the main plotline.  
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35 Due to the nature of their real-life deaths through Comstock’s destruction of the Lutece Field, Rosalind 

and Robert Lutece exist within the fabric of time, having the ability to move cross-dimensionally as they 

please. While they are not physically alive anymore, they are now fragments of the people they once were, 

appearing and disappearing in realities. This ability is what drives the Luteces “experiment” to access 

Bookers from various realities and employ them to destroy Comstock and Columbia. They appear randomly 

throughout the game to guide the player, and take bets on whether or not Booker will succeed. They are 

often cited by developers of BioShock Infinite to be the characters of the narrative that explain and guide the 

player without being overbearing and making the course of gameplay feel disjointed.  

36 Ronen presents three different “views” of possible world theory: the modal realism, the moderate realism, 

and the anti-realist. For more information on these three views, see Ronen, Ruth. Possible Worlds in 

Literary Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) 21-24. 

37 While Leibniz was specifically examining the presence of evil in the world created by God, he surmised 

that God created the “best of all possible worlds” when he created our Earth. For more on this early 

examination of possible worlds in philosophy, see Leibniz, Gottfried.  Essays on the Goodness of God, the 

Freedom of Man and the Origin of Evil (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1951) 129. 

38 Marie-Laure Ryan and Jan-Noel Thon discuss storyworlds as “representations that transcend media” 

(Ryan and Thon 2) and further describe the ability of these created worlds to give a sense of reality that 

builds on itself for the reader to experience. “The stories transmitted by media do not have to concern the 

real world to produce real behaviors” (Ryan and Thon 2).  

39 Due to cross-dimensional travel from his reality to Comstock’s, Booker forgets the existence of his 

daughter, Anna DeWitt. Traveling between dimensions is physically painful and destructive to a person. 

They suffer hemorrhages, nose bleeds (which are later extended to be understood that a nose bleed signals a 

death of another version of themselves in a different reality), and memory loss. When displaced 

dimensionally, a person’s mind creates new memories where these other ones are lost in order to adapt to the 

new reality. Therefore, Booker believes he must give Elizabeth to the Lutece twins to clear his debts, when 

in reality he is there to save her and ignite the fall of Columbia.   

40 Lahti, Evan. “Interview: Ken Levine on American History, Racism in BioShock Infinite: ‘I’ve always 

believed that gamers were underestimated.’” In PCGamer, issue 10/13/2012 (United Kingdom: Future plc, 

2012).  

41 Levine furthers this in examining American history in relation to BioShock Infinite stating, “we are people 

of our time.” For more see Lahti’s article in PCGamer. 

42 BioShock Infinite’s use of alternate history as a backdrop for the main story was a tool utilized in the 

previous BioShock games. For more on the alternate history of the previous games, as well as the move from 

utopia to dystopia in BioShock, see part four of Schmeink, Lars. “Dystopia, Alternate History and the 

Posthuman in BioShock” in Current Objectives of Postgraduate American Studies vol. 10 (Germany: 

Universität Regensburg, Amerikanisitik, 2009). 

43 Original art designs of Elizabeth included a closer look at nineteenth century dress, with an inspiration 

from comic book costumes. She was drawn in a vast assortment of colors and dress before the colors blue 

and white were settled on for her, as it was easy to see from a distance during battle (See Figure 13). 

Furthermore, her face is designed separately in comparison to other characters, with exaggerated features 

and large eyes. As The Art of BioShock Infinite explains, “As with those in early comic books, a video game 

character’s expressions have to be read up close and at a distance” Julian Murdoch The Art of BioShock 

Infinite (Milwaukie: Dark Horse, 2013). 
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44 Alkon discusses the history of the phrase “utopia” as well as the use of alternate history to show events as 

“they might have been” in his chapter From Utopia to Uchronia. For more see, Alkon, Paul. Origins of 

Futuristic Fiction (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 1987) 129. 

45 For more on the theory of stratification, see Weber, Max. “Class, Status, Party” in From Max Weber, eds. 

Hans Heinrich Gerth and C. Wright Mills. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946) 40. 

46 While I stated earlier that I will not address the events of Burial at Sea Part 2 in depth, it would be wrong 

to not acknowledge the reveal of Daisy Fitzroy and this moment within that game. As Elizabeth, the player 

discovers by listening in through an air vent, after traveling through a tear from Rapture to this reality, that 

the Lutece twins talked Daisy into pretending to try to kill Fink’s son. By doing this, they hoped it would 

inspire Elizabeth to murder Daisy to “become a woman.” The extended tale of Burial at Sea is problematic 

for the overall story of both BioShock and BioShock Infinite in many ways. But specifically, in this act of 

retconning Daisy’s decision to “murder” Fink’s son, Levine challenged his original claims of the game as a 

“Rorschach test,” instead making Daisy a martyr. Overall it changes the possible world of the Vox Populi 

overthrow, assuming it and the central reality are one reality. Therefore, it is important to keep the events of 

Burial at Sea separate when seeking to get at the heart of the theme of social stratification addressed in 

BioShock Infinite alone. If one was to further examine the overall arc of social issues in the BioShock series, 

then it would be necessary to discuss this scene.   

47 This preference for the positive ending is seen later at the end of Burial at Sea Part 2. Elizabeth’s death 

sets this up, in that she is granted one final time she can see the future. Here she realiz0es that her sacrifice 

does save the Little Sister, Sally, as she will be one of the five girls to return to the surface with Jack.  

48 It has also been noted that the presence of a very human-like A.I. following the player has the potential to 

create the desire to do more within an environment. For example, when Elizabeth famously dances on the 

dock at Battleship Bay, Booker cannot join her. The amount of programming that went into Elizabeth to 

make her human draws attention to the limitations of the player. While it is understood that the player is 

meant to situate themselves alongside Elizabeth and not Booker (that instead Booker is meant to be a person 

the player inhabits for a specific perspective), these limitations have the potential to constantly remind the 

player that they are only engaging with a space that has been pre-determined for them.  

49 For a full list of the anachronistic music used in BioShock Infinite, see GameSeriesNetwork’s video at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ObNh8Zr6gsc 

50 In Psychology, this process is called reconstructive memory. Specifically, the brain fills in the gaps with 

altered events and moments so events make sense. By adding the cry of the baby, the confusing ending of 

whether or not Anna is in the crib can be justified and explained.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ObNh8Zr6gsc
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