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ABSTRACT 
Spatiality of digital environments, including video games, is not only one of the defining 

aspects of the medium (Murray 2001), but also an aspect through which medium-specific 

types of narratives can be communicated to the audience. It allows for environmental (or 

diegetic) storytelling – a narrative method in which the story originates from exploration 

(Carson 2000; Peirce 2007; Smith and Worch 2010), in which the player traverses the 

game space and discovers pieces of information in the form of artifacts and elements of 

the environment. Among the games which broadly employ this type of storytelling is The 

Fullbright Company’s first-person adventure exploration game Gone Home (2013). In the 

game, the player assumes the role of Katie, who returns home after a year abroad only to 

find her family house deserted. By spatial exploration focused mainly on searching the 

house, the player, through Katie, can solve the mystery and discover the story of coming 

of age, discovering one’s sexuality, and coping with the aftermath. Doing so requires 

interacting with objects placed within the house—they seem to work as a conduit of the 

narrative, not only informing of the recent events by themselves (e.g. notes, pictures), but 

also occasionally triggering additional audio-narration. 

Furthermore, those objects, along with their placement within the space of the game, 

become tools of world—they constitute believable space, fill it with meaning, contribute 

to the construction of characters, and provide social contexts. Firstly, the game’s focus is 

on the mundane, the domestic. The entire house seems lived-in, filled with traces of 

everyday life, such as coffee mugs or used clothing, adding to the effect of familiarity and 

intimacy of the traversed space. Secondly, the space itself is divided into areas attributed 

to different family members. The spaces belonging to women are filled with objects 

associated with the construction and performance of femininity, such as bras or nail 

polish, and some rooms introduce cultural artifacts (such as specific magazines or 

cassettes) as references to queer cultural identities. They seem to function as rhetorical 

devices, focusing characterization while simultaneously communicating the gendered 

social identities and contextualizing the story. Finally, employed within the game are 

several established conventions and visual techniques of the horror genre, such as 

flickering lights, secret passages in the walls, or sounds of an ongoing storm or creaking 

floor. They not only complement a ghost story accompanying the main narrative, but also 

help communicate the tension of the main storyline, mixing the feminine and the queer 

with the fantastic and terrifying, and defamiliarizing the domestic environment. 

This presentation approaches the abovementioned aspects of Gone Home’s game world 

through the theoretical lens drawing from the perspectives provided by humanist theories 



 

 -- 2  -- 

concerning material culture—following the assumptions that objects can convey and 

communicate emotions, thoughts, and even identities (Woodward 2007, Turkle 2011), as 

well as participate in the processes of world-building, storytelling, and narrative 

comprehension (Wolf 2012). Moreover, it borrows from the concept of ‘poetic 

artifaction’, understood as providing social objects with poetic function by employing 

them within texts of culture (Lebek 2017), thus assuming that within narratives objects, 

as well as spaces in which they are placed, can communicate social identities, emotions 

and poetically encoded meanings. This view, in turn, is complemented by the take on 

how the architectural specifics of space can encompass and evoke the feeling of uncanny, 

widely associated with the unfamiliar and fantastic (Wilder 1992). 

While Gone Home has been discussed in detail by scholars interested in both the 

affective, nostalgia-inducing potential of environmental storytelling (Sloan 2014, Veale 

2016) and the queer narratives and poetics within that particular title (Pavlounis 2016, 

Snyder 2018, Ruberg 2019), the goal of this presentation is to approach the game 

specifically in regards of its fantastic, horror-reminiscent aspects and aesthetics, as they 

are present within the game environment, and to investigate their role in the larger 

meaning-making process. As such, the presentation aims to combine the abovementioned 

theoretical perspectives in the analysis of the specific ways in which the familiarity, 

femininity and eeriness of the game world of Gone Home are crafted and intermingled 

with one another, as well as with the pre-established narrative. Specifically, the focus will 

be on the intertwining between the poetics of the (queer) feminine and the fantastic, or—

on the ways in which femininity and sexuality can be conveyed through space and objects 

within it, while said space is defamiliarized through the use of the poetics of horror, 

which both complements the narrative and strengthens the emotional effects it might have 

on the audience. In other words, those horroresque poetics of space will be discussed in 

terms of their rhetorical potential, as they serve as a framing device to the narrative and at 

the same time they communicate emotional meanings to the audience. The presentation 

will discuss the employment of cultural references of the fantastic within the spatial 

dimension of the game, and in doing so, it will explore the potential of the fantastic to 

communicate the emotional and cultural meanings, as well as the unique means of 

communicating and crafting such fantasticity within the digital medium. As such, the 

presentation will further explore the specificity of the medium of video games in the 

context of object-driven narratives, and the potential of the games with exploratory 

emphasis to shift the focus towards objects and their poetics, placing them as both world-

building tools and main agents in the generation of the narrative. 
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