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6. Personal and Social Recent History 
in Fragments of Him: Defining and 
Exploring ‘Immersion’ in Video 
Games

Mata Haggis-Burridge

Introduction
In 2013, I participated in a game jam with Sassybot, a small team of developers 
based in Breda, the Netherlands. In a weekend, we created a 15-minute narrative 
game called Fragments of Him which brought international praise from the games 
industry and players for the way in which it handled love, grief, and the everyday 
representation of a gay relationship. A few months later, Sassybot and I embarked 
on a 4-year journey to create a movie-length experience based on this prototype and 
to bring that world to life for players on computers and consoles. It was made with 
Unity and released on PC and Xbox One in 2016, then on PS4 in 2017. I knew at 
the time of the first game jam that I was putting parts of my real life into the game, 
but it is only now, looking back, that I can truly understand how much personal 
history and social perspective went into the final game. This chapter describes some 
of the ways in which we pulled players into this recognizable slice of recent history 
and how it reflects both society and my personal window on the world.

Video games continue to have an uncomfortable relationship with broader 
social discourse. They are often dismissed as trivial and lacking in substantial 
social value, but this view holds a mirror up to the priorities of Western society. 
From the time of the industrial revolution onwards, society has increasing defined 
itself by productivity, leading to our present situation where the ‘gig economy’ 
is a manifestation of a drive to monetize all of our time in a continual push 
towards 100% efficiency of production. While there have always been subcultural 
challenges against this creep towards work defining our value, overall the dominant 
post-industrial social construction is one in which time that is not spent in service 
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of the economy is seen as time wasted. In this social context, (video) games and 
playfulness have been relegated to a lower order of human behaviors, suitable only 
for children and the childish, or for adults to relax but strictly on the understanding 
that the relaxation will make them more productive when they resume working 
(either playing personally or as part of team-building exercises). We can justify 
their worthiness for academic and social status through their financial heft but, 
like other forms of art, video games are nonetheless an uncomfortable fit with 
the productivity focus of modern society, and as such they sometimes offer a 
perspective that looks inwards from the border of society, giving us moments to 
reflect on our priorities. This function of games is present both for creators and for 
players and suggests that they may have benefits to offer from a world view that is 
not wholly about profit and production.

Part of the struggle to place video games alongside pre-existing forms of art/
media is the complexity of categorizing them. We classify experiences to help 
us understand them and the same is true of games, but their interactivity and 
non-linearity, along with their still-rapid evolution, make it hard to draw clear 
boundaries. When we describe a game, we will often prioritize the dominant 
mode of interaction over its other qualities: Destiny (Bungie 2014) is a first-person 
shooter in a science-fiction multiplayer universe; Grand Theft Auto V (Rockstar 
North 2013) is a third-person action game with comically exaggerated violence 
that is set in a satirical version of modern-day Los Angeles; Candy Crush Saga (King 
2012) is a match-3 puzzler set in a confectionary themed world, and so on. The 
genre of interaction is viewed as more important to a player’s understanding of the 
game than the fictional settings. When Dear Esther (The Chinese Room 2012) and 
Gone Home (The Fullbright Company 2013) were released, a new (and somewhat 
pejorative) genre name was invented: ‘walking simulator.’ These games have such 
low complexity in their interactions that the drive to define them through their 
mechanics reached a point of absurdity and it no longer functioned as a useful 
classification. If we pre-judge a game’s value based on the interactions (or lack 
thereof ) then these boundaries of classification risk us missing experiences where 
profound emotional content is of greater focus than the gameplay mechanics (i.e. 
the ways, forms, and variety of interactions available to the player to influence the 
game’s state). Dear Esther (released originally as a mod in 2008) was an influence 
on me when I was conceptualizing Fragments of Him. Gone Home was released 
slightly after we had begun work on Fragments of Him and addressed some similar 
themes to our game, so much so that I deliberately avoided playing it during the 
writing process to avoid accidental plagiarism, but the discussion after its release 
cemented a tension we felt when working on Fragments of Him: what type of game 
are we making here? Is this a ‘game,’ or is there a better name we could use for it?

Fragments of Him is a game that tells the story of Will, a young man who dies 
in an accident, and how his friends and family come to terms with the loss. It is 
about love between friends, family, and partners, but it is also about loss, grief, 
and finding meaning in the sometimes-too-brief time we have with those we care 
about. It is a drama with four central characters, each of whom has a complete 
story arc, and these all combine to create a larger story. It is set in time periods 
through Will’s life, showing the final morning of his life, his interactions with his 
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grandmother Mary as he grew up, and his relationship with his girlfriend Sarah at 
university, and snapshots of Will’s life with his boyfriend Harry are intermingled 
with the story of Harry moving through the stages of grief. These fragments of 
Will’s life are spread geographically through real locations in the south of England, 
and over time from 1985 to 2006, with each scene painstakingly recreated to 
evoke the time and emotions of the story. Given this focus on the story, it felt 
wrong to the team to define the game by its gameplay mechanics (walking through 
3D rooms and clicking on highlighted objects). We do not define books or films 
primarily by the act of reading or watching, but by their thematic content, and on 
Fragments of Him we also used this approach. Rather than saying “it’s a walking 
simulator with a second-person perspective set in modern England,” we would say 
that it is “a story of love, memories, and hope.” In the shortest version, I would 
simply call it a drama, or sometimes a recent-history period drama. It is still a 
game, and that classification will be discussed more during this chapter, but the 
narrative was given priority in guiding the player’s experience.

What Motivates Game Creators?
For game developers, it is an unusual choice to focus primarily on storytelling, 
but it is by no means unique. The first version of Dear Esther prompted many 
discussions in development studios about the balance between story and gameplay. 
This conversation of gameplay versus story, often called ‘ludology versus 
narratology’ is now considered a false dichotomy, with many examples where the 
two are impossible (or at least highly unwise) to separate, but the debate remains 
popular with some academics while others have moved forwards to constructing 
new models of “ludonarrative” understanding (Koenitz 2018). Among developers, 
where practical application is the priority, Dear Esther’s release began a conversation 
about storytelling that Gone Home pushed further forwards in 2013. This was not 
only a conversation about the value of a game’s story, but also about what outcomes 
a game developer intends to create for players: what value do our experiences bring 
to players and how do story and theme fit into the experience of each game?

If we were to only look at the biggest selling video games on consoles, then we 
might find a relatively homogenous idea of what experiences games offer: Grand 
Theft Auto V, Red Dead Redemption II (Rockstar Studios 2018), and Call of Duty: 
Black Ops (Treyarch 2010) all have complex and demanding mechanics set against 
a backdrop of high-adrenaline and violent narratives; however, the games industry 
has a broad range of outputs beyond these blockbuster titles. Video games on 
mobile phones, desktop computers, and home consoles have become a completely 
integrated part of a modern family’s media landscape. Serious and applied games 
(games for teaching and training) exist, but entertainment-oriented games 
dominate the cultural presence of video games for most people, and they can be 
broadly described as aiming to be ‘fun’ (see Figure 6.1). That word in itself is 
complex to unpack, but nonetheless it covers a general goal of developers to create 
exciting, challenging, scary, or otherwise highly stimulating gameplay. However, 
this is not the only goal of game developers, and many focus on concepts such as 
‘immersion’ or didactic outcomes.
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During the creation of Fragments of Him, we specifically chose to prioritize 
the player’s emotional engagement and to lower all gameplay barriers that might 
be created by mechanical challenges. This means that it is not aligned with the 
blockbuster model of entertainment and its concept of ‘fun,’ but the idea of fun 
can be highly personal and we still hoped that Fragments of Him would bring 
cathartic pleasure to audiences. Much of this relied on us being able to help players 
feel immersed in the world of the game, but this term, like ‘fun,’ is also often used 
widely and with multiple meanings.

Immersion and Entertainment
Making video games ‘immersive’ is a high priority for video games developers, 
especially in the entertainment sector. When we create, we seek to make games 
that pull people into the experience; however, the term ‘immersion’ is not useful 
by itself (Haggis-Burridge 2020). When seeking to understand a creation it is 
more useful to split immersion into four categories: systems, spatial, empathic/
social, and narrative/sequential immersion (see Table 6.1). Most games will have a 
dynamic mix of each of these, but they can typically be categorized as prioritizing 
one or two modes of immersion over the others.

Systems immersion is triggered when a player is highly involved in the balance 
of the rules of the game and is probably most closely analogous to the idea of 
‘fun.’ It is highly related to Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of ‘flow’ (1998), 
where the player’s developing level of skill is matched by the escalating challenge, 

Figure 6.1: A representation of the games industry from a developer’s perspective, including 
the main funding models (image by: Mata Haggis-Burridge).
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creating a satisfying feeling of progression and balance. For example, a Pac-Man 
(Namco 1980) player will be engaged with the movement of the enemies and the 
layout of the maze compared to the dots they need to collect, and increasing skill 
provides access to further levels that require strenuous concentration. In Pac-Man’s 
flow state, the player will not typically be imagining themselves as being chased by 
ghosts, but the game engages them wholly in its decision-making processes.

Spatial immersion could be compared to ideas of ‘presence,’ specifically focused on 
whether players feel like they are in (or have travelled to) a location. When a player 
feels like they have explored a temple in Tomb Raider (Core Design 1996) or walked 
through a Tibetan village in Uncharted 2: Among Thieves (Naughty Dog 2009), they 
have been immersed in that space. Visual fidelity or 3D rendering may not be essential, 
but they are likely contributing factors in transporting a player into that place.

Empathic/social immersion is stimulated by a powerful link to the characters in a 
story and/or their social context. The teenage protagonists of Life Is Strange (Dontnod 
Entertainment 2015) were interesting, compelling, and playful in a way that built a strong 
emotional bond with many players: players felt a real connection with those characters. 
Whatever the narrative events and the believability of other factors in the game, or the 
strengths and weaknesses of the interactions, the time spent with the characters felt 
believable and emotionally immersive because of the empathic connection.

Finally, narrative/sequential immersion is most commonly present when a 
player is highly engaged with what happens next in a game: it is about feeling 
connected and invested in the sequence of events. In the Half-Life (Valve 1998) 
games, the protagonist is a blank slate, but the progressing situation in the world 
and seeing how events change (in the mechanics of the game, the locations of 
the world, and the social situation) is a large part of the engagement factor for 
audiences. Likewise, Desmond in the early Assassin’s Creed (Ubisoft Montréal 
2007) games was arguably not a dynamic character, but the events that unfolded 
around him were interesting and compelling.

There may be more useful categories to be developed later to analyze immersion 
in entertainment video games, but this is a serviceable taxonomy for beginning 
to discuss the balance of many video game experiences, and a step beyond only 
saying ‘immersion’ without any additional qualifying factors. For example, in Life 
Is Strange, the systems immersion is low outside of the key choices in the story, the 
spatial immersion is quite strong (the world feels coherently built), the empathic 
bond with the characters and the social context of the school is powerful for many 
players, and the narrative immersion ebbs and flows between the different chapters. 

Systems Immersion Spatial Immersion Empathic/Social 
Immersion

Narrative/Sequential Immersion

A high level of engagement 
with the systems and deci-
sion-making processes in the 
game, related to ‘flow.’

A sense of ‘presence’ 
in a location. The feel-
ing of being in that 
place, or of having 
travelled there.

An emotional 
connection with 
the characters 
or social context 
in a game.

A deep and compelling 
investment in the progression of 
events, locations, and/or abilities. 
The focus here will typically be 
‘what happens next?’

All types are likely to be non-discreet, with close relationships and overlaps of game-elements that contribute to 
(or subtract from) multiple forms of immersion. 

Table 6.1: Speculative taxonomy for types of immersion.
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In Pac-Man, systems immersion dominates the experience, but is so powerful that 
it does not need the player to believe they are in a haunted maze for the game to be 
enjoyable. If we examine serious games, we can argue that learning outcomes emerge 
from the specific types of immersion that are stimulated in players; for example, 
a city-planning simulation game may be effective through prioritizing systems 
immersion to produce players’ reflection on balancing stakeholder needs, whereas an 
anti-bullying game may require high empathic immersion to be effective.

Using the lens of the categories of immersion, we can see that entertainment 
can take wildly different forms depending on the game and the audience. We can 
also see that the same game will have radically different levels of appeal to different 
players, potentially including aspects of gender, geographical and historical context, 
age, religion, physical ability, and many more factors. For these reasons, we can 
see that defining ‘entertainment’ (or ‘fun’) becomes an elusive target, where each 
player will come to a different answer.

In the case of Fragments of Him, we decided to focus most heavily on keeping 
the interaction systems very simple, but the rooms and outdoor spaces in the game 
would be filled with realistic details, the characters should be written with realism 
in mind, and the developing story of the relationships should drive the player 
through to the end of the experience. Due to these choices, the systems immersion 
of Fragments of Him was likely to be low (there would be no escalating challenge, 
only rhythmic repetition), spatial immersion should be high, and the empathic 
and narrative experiences should be highly compelling. We wanted to make an 
everyday drama and tell a story that was not often told in games – a story of love, 
loss, and the small things that make up the journeys we share with others. These 
details of our lives are embedded both in the connections that we have with others 
and in the times that we live through. The empathic bond we formed with players 
would be our form of entertainment and the recent social history of the real world 
was our palette.

Fragments of Him as a Recent-History Period Drama
Our game is tied closely to the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, but 
also geographically to southern England. Through the characters, it is tied to a 
predominantly middle-class, white experience of these circumstances. It shows the 
perspectives of a range of ages and sexual orientations, and of men and women. 
These factors are represented through multiple methods in the game, with the goal 
of creating a realistic representation of both the people and the society that they 
live in. The tools we used can be categorized broadly into the categories of objects, 
locations, and the people.

Every object in the game was researched and taken from period-accurate 
reference, matching both the time and the people that are living in the space. For 
example, Will and Harry share an apartment in Knightsbridge, London, in 2006 
(see Figure 6.2). In that space they have a variety of furniture that is appropriate to 
two young men starting a home together in their twenties: they have some blocky 
Ikea furniture, but other pieces are more unique. In the unique pieces there is an 
aspect of old-fashioned style and comfort, like a couple who are trying to find 
more characterful pieces to make their home feel more personal because they are 
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exploring their identity as a couple. In the kitchen, there is a slightly retro and 
rustic feel to the cupboards and the handles, reflecting the homely feel that the 
couple are seeking in their lives. On the walls there are photographs from all over 
the world, reflecting that their jobs are related to the travel industry. In one of the 
many personal touches in the game, the photographs were taken by myself, my 
partner, and the friends and family of our team. There are also paintings, some of 
which were painted by our grandparents. The images collectively represent over 
50 years of our family lives.

We took enormous care in selecting the objects that surround the characters 
and the books are a good example of this. The bookcases in each location only 
contain books that were published in the period of the scene or earlier. Typically, 
these directly reflect the character of the person that lives there, such as Sarah 
having books on English literature in her university dorm room, but Mary’s house 
is slightly different: on Mary’s bookshelves there are period-drama romances, 
gardening, and cookery books, but there are also classic science-fiction novels and 
books about writing. The latter books are all titles from around the 1970s or 
earlier, and we hear in the dialogue that Mary’s husband was a journalist that died 
in the early 1980s. The bookshelves reflect both Mary’s personality in the present 
and the life that she has lived in the past. These small details are hard to spot, but 
we hoped they would bring a powerful sense of reality into the world.

Like set-dressing in a film, video game developers create a scene with the choice 
of props that they place in the world. Unlike films, where many sets and locations 
may already be full of detail, video game developers can control every nuance of 
what appears on the screen: literally nothing appears without the team facilitating 
it being there, which raises the importance of the creators needing a consistent 
vision. In a game that shows the real-world in recent times, the need for accuracy is 
raised, because incorrect elements may appear more noticeable and break both the 
spatial and narrative immersion, with repercussions for the empathic connection.

Figure 6.2: Screenshot: Will and Harry’s apartment in 2006.
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In the earliest scenes of the game, set in the mid-1980s, the objects have 
both appropriate shapes and patterns for the time. Due to the small size of our 
development team, we needed to keep the detail in textures quite minimal, but 
effective choices of designs can powerfully evoke the tastes of an era. Creating 
period detail is not only about showing the latest fashions of the 1980s, because 
the reality of middle-class life in the 1980s was not necessarily about keeping up-
to-date with the latest trends, and so some items will be notably older; for example, 
in Will’s childhood living-room, the floor rug has a pattern that is more typical of 
the 1970s. To assist with researching these details, I went through the early-1980s 
catalogues of Argos (a British shopping chain) to choose items that matched my 
vision of Will’s parents and their tastes. This provided visual reference that the 
team could use to make the 3D objects for Fragments of Him.

Alongside the props, the locations of the game were also carefully chosen. The 
indoor spaces were typically taken from blueprints of houses or apartments in the 
region where the people would live but, in some cases, references were taken from 
life and recreated by the team’s lead artist. This was reasonably straightforward 
for locations such as Hyde Park, where there are 360 degree views of the park 
along the walkways that are accessible on Google maps, but the University of 
Winchester campus was more difficult because there has been substantial building 
work and changes of purpose since the 1990s. A blend of current and personal 
photographic references and drawings, based on my memories from the time, were 
used to recreate these spaces.

The reliance on my memory, and the selection of these places, highlights how 
personal this game was. We always create based on our knowledge or imagination, 
and within the perspectives that are available to us, and these are naturally limited. 
For Fragments of Him, every effort was made to achieve accuracy between the real 
physical environments from the time periods and their digital versions, but many 
elements will be shaded by my own recollections and perceptions of those spaces. 
The spaces were selected for inclusion in the story based on my own experiences 
in those locations, sharing time with loved ones. In future games, I will endeavor 
to bring in wider references, and I deeply believe that engaging with the diversity 
of life and lifestyles brings value and potential considerations to our work that 
we would not previously have known about, but for this game I wanted to draw 
specifically on my own experiences of young adulthood.

Alongside the objects and the locations, the people in the game closely reflect 
the period. Fictional characters are always built from pieces of the author and their 
experiences: from H.P. Lovecraft’s cosmic horrors to Togepi in Pokémon (Game 
Freak 1999), our acts of creation always reflect the creators’ personal and social 
contexts and Fragments of Him is no exception. Will, Harry, and Sarah (the central 
figure, his boyfriend, and his ex-girlfriend respectively) particularly mirror parts of 
my personality and life story, while the conversations and views of Mary (Will’s 
grandmother) are based on many real encounters and conversations I had when I 
came out as bisexual in the 1990s. However, fictional mirrors are not wholly accurate: 
there are views from Will that I would strive to express with more nuance today but 
were appropriate for 2006, and the same is true for other characters. While striving for 
accuracy and reflecting personal experience, creativity and characterization also need 
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to be given room to breathe and develop on their own. Tying ourselves too closely to 
reality, or trying to create flawless characters, ironically can also reduce the reality or 
connection we feel with the world. Flaws, and even attitudinal inconsistencies, are 
what make a character individual and believable.

Each character in the game was given several pages of back-story before writing 
began. The details of their early life and social situation were developed, but these 
were often not directly referenced in the game. Even though they are not shown 
or described, these stories helped me ground the writing whenever I felt uncertain 
about how a character would speak or react. Reading through Mary’s experiences 
in post-World War II Britain, or the ups and downs of Harry’s life before meeting 
Will, helped me connect with them as individuals. Even when I disagreed or 
personally deviated from the opinion of a character, I worked to be sure that they 
were consistent both with their own history and the social context.

When choosing which characters to create, I imagined which people would give 
the most interesting perspectives on Will’s life. I considered including a colleague, or 
Will’s parents, but felt that their views would either be too distant or too close. Part of 
my goal for Fragments of Him was to show how our lives touch others in ways that we 
do not necessarily see ourselves, and the stories that we leave behind after we are gone. 
Each character supported this in different ways: Will’s character was chosen to show a 
bisexual man in a manner that I recognized – not promiscuous, and also not perfect, 
sometimes a bit goofy, but with a good heart and trying his best be kind to himself and 
others; Harry was the more serious balance to Will, and needed to be this to be able to 
convey the weight of his experiences after Will’s death; and Sarah’s purpose in the story 
was to show that even relationships that end can still have created cherished memories 
once the pain has faded. With these three characters we have love between romantic 
partners, and love between friends, and Mary added familial love.

Mary’s relationship with Will was more complex to create than the others – 
she was of a conservative mindset and she was moderately prejudiced against 
gay relationships, but nonetheless she had an underlying love for her grandson. 
Portraying the conflict between Mary’s social views and her familial love was a 
challenge, but it was also an essential part of truly representing the queer experience 
of the 1990s and beyond: Will’s experiences with Mary mirror many interactions 
that friends and I had at the time. In the 1990s there had been very little visibility 
for queer communities in the media that went beyond heavily stereotypical 
representations and those representations drove widespread intolerance, fear, or 
hatred. The media landscape has significantly diversified since then (although it 
could still progress much further), and so Mary’s character may have different 
views today, over twenty years since her central scenes in Fragments of Him, but 
it would have been unnaturally idealistic to assume that Mary would suddenly 
become convinced of the wholesomeness of Will’s bisexuality during the game’s 
story. As with many experiences in queer communities at the time, sometimes 
the best that seemed achievable was tolerance, and acceptance or integration 
would have to come later. Writing in this period dictated that Mary would remain 
somewhat problematic and conflicted in her love, even at the end of her journey.
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Class, Gender, Ethnicity, Age, Political Alignment, and More
Even with this attention to period accuracy, all creative works represent both the 
time of their setting and the time of creation. There will always be a tension in 
how a period of time is shown in fiction: a person writing at the time may not see 
how their daily events fit into wider social movements, but a person writing about 
a historical period can miss the sensation of what it was truly like and instead 
imagine a past colored by their understanding from the present. Both modes 
of writing have risks of idealization and problematization, for example through 
ignorance or willful reconfiguration of events to fit an ideological narrative. In the 
end, all worthwhile writing is an act of communicating a perspective as fully as 
possible and hoping that the results are positive for both readers and wider society.

Fragments of Him was created during a turbulent period in video game 
culture, when right-wing attacks on women and minority groups in the video 
game community were at a peak before similar approaches to online discourse 
transferred across into mainstream social consciousness to cement the electoral 
success of Donald Trump in the U.S., the Brexit vote in the U.K., and similar 
events across the world. One of the first choices we made in the prototype in 2013, 
to have a gay relationship as a central part of the story, was taken purely because 
this was uncommon at the time and I wished to see a bisexual character represented 
in a positive light, but with hindsight this could be viewed as a manifestation of 
a gradual shift towards left-wing culture in the video game sector. The right-wing 
backlash against this gradual shift could be retrospectively viewed as inevitable, 
because social progress towards equality has rarely happened smoothly without 
some strong opposition fighting back at some point. For me, choices such as the 
50:50 male/female gender balance in the lead characters was a natural representation 
of the world where these of the genders make up the majority of the population 
(although not the whole population) and in approximately these ratios, but such a 
balance has not been historically common in video games and so in this aspect it 
also became framed as a game that was highly politically engaged.

All games are political due to their content, creation, or context. Regarding 
content (the most visible element of a game), many games appear to not contain a 
political message because they reflect the dominant social narratives of the cultures 
that create and consume them, and so appear culturally-neutral. For example, 
games with monetary trading systems in alien galaxies imply that capitalism is 
a natural form of social organization for highly-evolved species in our universe, 
which may not appear to be a political statement because it aligns with the 
widely held social views. If the alien world were entirely aligned with higher-stage 
communism then this would be no more of a political message than arguing that 
capitalism is universal, but it would be perceived to be a stronger statement because 
it contradicts the common experience of many players. The reality of bisexual 
identity, particularly male-presenting bisexual identity, is that it is still perceived to 
be outside of the mainstream experience and so will always appear to be a political 
statement until acceptance and inclusion is the norm. This means that my reality 
is political and, even without the game having radical messages within the events 
of the narrative, it was provocative to some.
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If we had been creating the game ten years before, it is hard to say whether we 
would have been so comfortable creating a game with two non-heterosexual lead 
characters, and twenty years before it would have been even less likely. The prominence 
of intersectionality in the fourth-wave feminist movement has strengthened the 
possibilities for diverse representation of all genders in the media. It is hard to imagine 
that Fragments of Him could have been made without intersectional feminism’s 
influence on the media landscape. Alongside the social change towards common 
and positive representation of queer communities, the technological innovations 
that enabled home computers and consoles to have access to downloadable software 
enabled us to release our game without the need for approval from a major publisher. 
Both socially and technologically, the creation of Fragments of Him was unlikely to 
happen in the context of any previous time in history.

We must be cautious of seeing one story as too representative. Despite the 
gender balance, various sexualities, the wide age-range of the characters, and a brief 
polyamorous relationship, the game still has some quite narrow limits on its social 
scope: it is predominantly middle-class, English, white, all of the characters are 
cisgender (although the growing visibility of transgender communities in the late 
1990s is briefly mentioned in the script), suburban, and non-religious. This creates a 
picture of English life that will be familiar to some and utterly foreign to others. It is 
not necessarily bad to create a game with a narrow window on society, but it needs to 
be recognized that the push for accuracy in the creation of Fragments of Him means 
that these people can only be partially emblematic of wider discourses – these are 
pieces of reality, but not the whole picture. The story of Fragments of Him contains 
many incidents inspired by my life, to the point that it is somewhat autobiographical, 
but it is only my story. Given the same game development capacity, others would 
create an entirely different representation of that time: a different vision of England, 
class, sexuality, gender, age, race, and more.

If we wish to see the evolution of the video game medium, we need to find 
ways to empower more potential creators. My access to the knowledge, co-
creators, software, hardware, and time necessary to create the game are certainly 
not universal, and inequality excludes the voices of many communities. Their 
stories will be as valid as mine, and they also deserve to be heard. We must seek to 
share knowledge and support others. Collectively, our games may evoke a sense of 
coherence between our partiality, and patterns may emerge that we are currently 
too close to see. Between us, a mosaic of the world will appear.

Conclusion?
It is hard to measure where such almost-real games will go in the future. There 
has been a distinct trend towards the growing importance of storytelling in games, 
particularly since the landmark releases of Dear Esther in 2008/2012 and Gone 
Home in 2013. Fragments of Him’s first prototype was created in that first wave, 
in 2013, and in the following years many other games have experimented with 
ways of creating compelling real-world-inspired stories for players. That Dragon, 
Cancer (Numinous Games 2016) notably took inspiration directly from the lives 
of the creators, but other games have also used real-life or real social contexts 
for inspiration and gameplay, sometimes very literally and other times mixed 
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with fantastical elements, for example: Her Story (Sam Barlow 2015), Firewatch 
(Campo Santo 2016), Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture (The Chinese Room & SCE 
Santa Monica Studio 2015), or This War of Mine (11 bit studios 2014). With the 
continuing growth and transformation of the medium, it feels too early to draw 
conclusions about where this may lead, but as artifacts of social discourse they will 
undoubtably prove interesting material for future study.

Interactivity creates a strange tension against storytelling: linear stories require 
a single path of action, but giving players choices means that writers need to find 
new ways to shape the experience of story. Regardless of the number of choices, the 
player’s experience is always linear: they play through the game in their own way, 
and from their own perspective (literally and socially) they will always have a story. 
How well that aligns with the intended experience of the storytellers, and whether 
that matters, are debates that will continue to stimulate creators, players, and 
academics, just as Barthes’ Death of the Author (1967) stimulated literary circles 
in the late twentieth century. When many playthroughs are valid, what is a game’s 
real story? Does it matter? These questions gain greater weight when developers try 
to represent, or comment on, events in the physical world, and particularly if they 
have a perspective on that world that they wish to convey.

Part of the difficulty of studying video games is that there is no authoritative 
path for the player’s experience, particularly when games can be cracked, modded, 
glitched, or speedrun. However, when developers choose to use real-world settings, 
people, or historical periods then they add a new challenge for themselves: they 
willingly choose to embrace that there is a physical reality and history outside of 
the game that defines its accuracy and so, arguably, some of its value. This is not 
only a problem though, because many game developers wish to make ‘immersive’ 
games, and an accurate historical game benefits from a coherent setting and so this 
is likely to heighten social immersion, but the mechanics of the game may prove 
frustrating; for example, an accurate First World War gun would feel strange to 
players that are accustomed to simulations of modern weaponry and this accuracy 
could lower the systems immersion. In ways such as this, using a historical setting 
has benefits and challenges that go beyond only the story: it changes every aspect 
of the player’s experience.

Past settings within living memory, particularly non-confrontational ones, are 
still relatively unexplored as inspiration for video game developers in comparison 
to the number of games with violent settings and themes. Making a video game is 
already a complex task, and adding the weight of historical accuracy is an additional 
burden, but it comes with benefits too. The dramatic possibilities of everyday life 
continue to inspire film, theatre, dance, books, and music, so it is probable that game 
developers will continue to explore this rich seam of stories and settings to inspire 
new gameplay experiences. Making Fragments of Him was enormously challenging 
and creatively satisfying. There is ample evidence to show us that games can be 
about stylized depictions of war but Fragments of Him, and the increasing number 
of games like it, show that games have enormous capacity to express love and our 
personal experiences of the world: games can be, and already are, methods of social 
documentation. We hope Fragments of Him will help inspire more creators to explore 
their own past and preserve their perspectives for future generations of players.



87Haggis-Burridge 

References
Barthes, R. 1967. Death of the Author. Aspen 5-6.
Csikszentmihalyi, M. 1998. Finding Flow: The Psychology of Engagement with 

Everyday Life. New York: Basic Books.
Haggis-Burridge, M. 2020. Four Categories for Meaningful Discussion of Immersion 

in Video Games. ResearchGate, April 2020. Electronic resource, accessed 29 
October 2020 <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340686774_Four_
categories_for_meaningful_discussion_of_immersion_in_video_games>.

Koenitz, H. 2018. Narrative in Video Games. In Lee, N. (ed.) Encyclopedia 
of Computer Graphics and Games (1-9). Cham: Springer. DOI: 
10.1007/978-3-319-08234-9_154-1.

Ludography
Assassin’s Creed. 2007. Ubisoft Montréal. Ubisoft. [multiple platforms]
Call of Duty: Black Ops. 2010. Treyarch. Activision. [multiple platforms]
Candy Crush Saga. 2012. King. King. [multiple platforms]
Dear Esther. 2012 [2008]. The Chinese Room. The Chinese Room. [multiple 

platforms]
Destiny. 2014. Bungie. Activision. [multiple platforms]
Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture. 2015. The Chinese Room & SCE Santa Monica 

Studio. Sony Computer Entertainment. [PC & PlayStation 4]
Firewatch. 2016. Campo Santo. Panic & Campo Santo. [multiple platforms]
Fragments of Him. 2016. Sassybot. Sassybot. [multiple platforms]
Gone Home. 2013. The Fullbright Company. The Fullbright Company. [multiple 

platforms]
Grand Theft Auto V. 2013. Rockstar North. Rockstar Games. [multiple platforms]
Half-Life. 1998. Valve. Sierra Studios. [multiple platforms]
Her Story. 2015. Sam Barlow. Sam Barlow. [multiple platforms]
Life Is Strange. 2015. Dontnod Entertainment. Square Enix. [multiple platforms]
Pac-Man. 1980. Namco. Namco & Midway Games. [Arcade]
Pokémon Gold and Silver. 1999. Game Freak. Nintendo. [Game Boy]
Red Dead Redemption II. 2018. Rockstar Studios. Rockstar Games. [multiple 

platforms]
That Dragon, Cancer. 2016. Numinous Games. Numinous Games. [multiple 

platforms]
This War of Mine. 2014. 11 bit studios. 11 bit studios. [multiple platforms]
Tomb Raider. 1996. Core Design. Eidos Interactive. [multiple platforms]
Uncharted 2: Among Thieves. 2009. Naughty Dog. Sony Computer Entertainment. 

[PlayStation 3]




