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Abstract 1 Introduction

This article presents a study of the staging and imple-

mentation of death and the death penalty in a numb@recent years, a certain “experience” turn has taken
of popular MMOGs and relates it to players generglace in many of the disciplines which study digital
experience of gameworlds. Game mechanics, wattifacts, systems and worlds. Whether it be within
ings and stories by designers and players, and thethg field of philosophyJay0§, human-computer in-
sults of an online survey are analysed and discussé@gaction and user-experience design (for instance
The study shows that the death penalty is implemen{&DOMWO04, MWO04]), arts and culturedCO or game
much in the same way across worlds; that death carsiéedies EMO3], the concept of experience is increas-
both trivial and non-trivial, part of the grind of everyingly being debated and probed in a variety of em-
day life, or essential in the creation of heroes, deperdrcal studies. Likewise, in the physical realm the
ing on context. In whatever function death may servégcus on not only functional or aesthetic design, but
it is argued that death plays an important part in teés0 on emotional and emphatic design signify an in-
shaping and emergence of the social culture of a woldgeased interest and awareness of the need not only

and in the individual players experience of life withiit? design systems or objects that function well, but to
it. design for certain types of experiences. From a com-

mercial perspective, the interest is easily explained: if
Lone knew exactly which “experiential” buttons to push
d what precisely to do to provoke positive and in-

e¥ést|ng experiences, one would be sitting on a ver-
itable goldmine. From an academic perspective, the
“experience movement” indicate a desire to move be-
Digital Peer Publishing Licence yond what one might call a first generation of research
Any party may pass on this Work by electroni¢ into digital media objects and technologies, a move-
means and make it available for download undement towards understanding more closely how expe-
the terms and conditions of the current version riences with technology are now an integral part of
of the Digital Peer Publishing Licence (DPPL). the experience of everyday life. How can one com-
The text of the licence may be accessed and | bine functional qualities with aesthetic and emotional

Keywords: Gameworlds, gameworld, MMOGs, e
perience, experience design, death, death pena
players, stories,game design.

retrieved via Internet at gualities of interactive experiences? How is the com-
http://www.dipp.nrw.de/ ) plex interplay between peoples personal repertoire of
This work is based on an earlier work: experiences, context (physical and social) and actual

"Death Matters Understanding Gameworld Experience”, design to be understood? Within game studies, the ex-

'Iﬂt';mg‘;ggg}ggoﬂfgg nzcoeognAg(!l\caSnlc?eiw Computer perience turn is manifest in the interest in now under-

Entertainment Technology (ACE '06) ACM, 2006. standing computer game players experiences as grow-
Revised and expanded for JVRB. ing from an interplay between various forms of im-
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mersion, genres and general gameplay expectati@miology of death and death cultures have been con-
Though experience is not easily defined because isigted in order to gain an insight into the relation be-
inherently subjective, many writers seem to agree thakeen death, sociality and culture in cultural systems
within the digital realm experience grows out of that large.

interplay between the qualities and characteristics of

the digital object (in a broad sense) at hand, previoys

similar experiences and the social and cultural settiég Why Worlds Matter

within which the individual user moves. Itis only b
exploring the relation between all these aspects of
perience, that we can begin to understand what m
digital experiences in their many forms truly uniqu
and engaging.

ﬁ)ge explosive growth in Massively Multiplayer
8r|ds from 2001 and onwards (see for instance
ttp://www.mmogchart.com), demonstrate that there
appear to be a huge market for networked entertain-
ment universes where players can come together to
This article tries to further describe and understapthy and socialise. One of the currently most popular
the experience of living and gaming within the bounavorlds, World of Warcraff by January 2007 had more
aries of an entire digital universe or world. In ordghan 8 million subscribers worldwid&nt07].
to comprehend this form of experience, the study de-Whereas several researchers and designers have
scribed involves several of the aspects of understastidied and written about these worlds as primar-
ing experience, previously mentioned: it deals with aib¢ gaming environments (see for instancBaf03
pects of design, of gameplay, of aesthetics, as wellMB03J]), or cultural worlds [Yee0J, TayOg /Cas0%,
with the social and cultural framing of the player thdatconceive of them in a broader sense as huge on-
takes place within a given gameworld. However, thi@e entertainment worlds, an interactive 21st century
study takes its point of departure in an analysis of thersion of the immersive fictional universes known
framing of a particular gameworld experience. It om novels, films and table-top roleplaying games
well known, that to create a successful gaming enyikla07]. Some online worlds focus on gaming (such as
ronment, designers need to find the right balance biee MMOGS), others are social learning worlds (such
tween challenges and rewards. In a multi-player gam® MOOSs) or general entertainment worlds (such as
environment, a closer look at how a specific game dlhere.com). However, as elsewhere argued, they are
ement is implemented and balanced, experienced afidlefined by being “persistent online representations,
perhaps later related to other players as mediated explich contains the possibility of synchronous interac-
rience (“stories”) can tell us much about how a gantien between users and between user and world within
system and the culture surrounding this game syise framework of a space designed as a navigable uni-
tem influences player engagement. The element thatse” Kla03], i.e. they are shared, interactive and ex-
has been chosen as the subject of this study is avalarable universes. To fully understand these worlds
“death, an element of gameworld design at the heariftheir complexity, we need to study the combina-
the discussion of rewards and challenges, and an élen of a navigational fictional setting, a given world
ment which is often devoted much attention by playesgstem and its design, the possibilities of performance
in their discussion and stories about the worlds, thagd interaction within it, and the social interaction in
play. The article thus presents the results of a pasd about the world, which forms the players experi-
liminary study, which examined how low-level deatknce of a particular world. It is the sum of all these
was implemented in a number of popular massivedyements which inform the experience of what this au-
multiplayer online worldsEverQuestWorld of War- thor has coined the “worldness” of a particular world
craft, Dark Age of CamelgtUltima Onling Lineage [KIa07] thatis, the overall experience of what a world
I, City of HeroesEve Online Star Wars Galaxieand “is like”, and of what it is to be in the world. Though
Anarchy Online It then relates the game mechanidbe focus in this article is mainly on the study of the
of death to designers and players discussions of, abeiment of “death, the overall goal is still to explore
stories about, death penalty and death experiencesne of the factors that contribute to the experience of
the select worlds, including results of an online suorldness. Like in any other study of factors that help
vey conducted by the author. In order to more closalyeate a sustainable experience of worldness, it should
explain the relation between death culture inside atmlich on aspects of both design, player performance
outside MMOGs in general, relevant literature on thend social interaction. People play gameworlds for a

urn:nbn:de:0009-6-10221, ISSN 1860-2037



Journal of Virtual Reality and Broadcasting, Volume 4(2007), no. 3

variety of reasons, and gaming itself is only part stories about death, of the everyday type as well as the
what makes life in such worlds entertaining and ennusual, are welcome. In the survey, players are asked
gaging. As this article will argue, it has indeed bedn (1) provide basic demographic data, (2) a story of a
a fruitful endeavour to explore “death, in the attemfideath experience” in a MMOG, (3) general opinions
to increase our understanding of what helps define tiredeath in game worlds, and (4) a few questions about
gameworld and “worldness experience. the players experience in general.

The survey has been advertised generally by the au-
thor, on the Warcry Player Network in April-May 2006
and on World of Warcraft public forums in Novem-

Since, within the humanities, no tested methodologid&" 2006. By February 2007, 41 players had submit-

yet exist for the study of particular gameworld fed€d data to the survey, 34 males and 8 females. 22

tures, an integral part of this project has been to ﬂ‘/these respondents are between 21 and 30 years-old,

several ways of collecting relevant data, in order {g€ rest is distributed fairly evenly between ages 10-
combine them in a fruitful manner. To understand t- G€ographically most of the respondents originate
mechanics of death in the selected worlds, the ba&idhe United States (26), 3 in United Kingdom, 2 in

for the study has been the authors first hand expdffnmark, 2 in Australia, 2 in the Netherlands. An-
ence of immediate low-level death in all of the sé@uilla, China, Greece, Canada, Norway and Sweden

lected worlds. In addition, botBverQuesandWorld S "epresented with one respondent per counityrld

of Warcrafthave furthermore been played for a long@f VWarcraitis the most popular world played in (29
period of time. Where information has been spar&sPondents), bufity of Heroes(s), Lineage i (6),
regarding the worlds less familiar to the author, owndr Wars Galaxiegs), Dark Ages of Camelo(6),

experiences have been supplemented by short infesherons Cal(3), EverQuest2), Eve Online(2), Ul-
views with high-level and long-time players, either ifia Online(2), Guildwars (2), Planetside(2), Final

game or by mail, about death and death implemenf@Nt@sy(2), Runescap¢l) andLineage(1) has also

tion penalties in earlier versions of the worlds and RfEN E)Iayed by respondents. Notably, many players
the high-level play. To understand the underlying rgf the “old worlds (launched before 2005) have played
tionale of the gameworlds death mechanics and thgfveral worlds. ManyVorld of Warcraft(henceforth
players responses to them, the factual game studi¥dV) players have only played WoW. The death ex-
have furthermore been combined with an analysis Riffience stories related take place primarily in WoW
existing texts on death in online gameworlds and §#8): City of Heroes(4), Linage II (3), Star Wars
game design: such as designer discussions in salf@f{2xies(2), Asherons Cal(1), Dark Age of Camelot
works on games, official game FAQs of the worlds 1) EverQuest(l) andFinal Fantasy 11(1). There

question, as well as online discussions between plé@_thus a substantial number of responses and stories
ers, and between players and designers. which relates to WoW and it is possible that the fact

that this is the world with which most players are fa-
] miliar might have influenced some of the general an-
3.1 Thewww.death-stories.orgsurvey swers. However, due to the marked difference in num-

In order to understand more precisely which avaf3f’ Of subscribers to WoW and to the other worlds,
death experiences, players remember and tell stofglistically it is to be expected that WoW would be
about, and how and when they tell them, player-storif§ World the majority of players refer to. However,
made available in public accessible forums and nig-total, the players represent experiences from almost
chinima (player-made films) have been studied. Thedkcurrent popular MMOGs and several of the partici-
stories have been supplemented with invited storf¥&ling respondents appear to be hard-core gamers that
and player experience data, as they have become aVig)e brought a broad perspective on the experience of
able in a still ongoing survey, which the author hosts $¢ath to the survey.

the website http://www.death-stories.org. This surveyWhen referred to in this article, submissions are
will continue throughout 2007. On the website, playisted by the number (S1, S2, etc), they are given by
ers are asked to tell or retell their own stories abadte survey system, followed by gender mark and age
character death in the select worlds. In the introdugroup, in order to maintain the anonymity of the infor-
tion to the survey, it is emphasised that all forms ofiants.

3 Studying Gameworld Death
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4 Why Death Matters online world is also a particular cultural and social
system and just as rituals and cultures of death in the

Many players engage themselves in MMOG gameffline world enforces specifik social behaviours, the
worlds for a long time, and they invest many houtsay death is staged and implemented in a given world
in the development and advancement of their avataml] inform the players experience of its social cul-
Therefore, recurring events such as the “death” of the#e. This hypothesis is inspired by death sociologist
avatars are, as argued, a fruitful starting point forMichael C. Kearl, who in his introduction to his sem-
closer study of one of the elements that clearly inforrit¥al book on death cultures Endings a Sociology of
the overall world experience. It is however, importafeath and Dying points to the
to understand that when avatar death in gameworlds is
discussed, it is obviously not a matter of death in the “power of death to either galvanize or cor-
literal sense. There are obviously significant differ- rode social systems and to either stimulate
ences between the experience of dying in the offline Or neutralize the social participation of their
physical world, and the experience of dying in an on- members” (Kea89: p. 9),
line simulated world, which needs to be made clear. o _ _

The most important difference is, that in the offline Kegrl in his work emphasses_h_ow dlscourse_s on and
or “real” world, death is the ultimate end to our actior%racnces of death can be a defining characteristic of a

and corporeal existence that cannot be repeated.c ture and its social system. This is exemplified by

online worlds, characters often die repeatedly, but tWé instance the huge cultur_al c_jlfference_s in public dis-
ays of corpses and of grieving practices. If Kearls

physical body of the player is never affected. Thus,@ ) ! ) . .
online worlds dying is an activity similar to a numbe esis, thatin a glven. culture the functlop of death is
of other repeatable activities that occur as part of t _Iéso to help form spual SySte”?S’ IS a}‘ppllcaple_on on-
everyday lifein the gameworld. |ne.worlds, anqusmg the stagmg_ of “death is mdegd
Offline, as humans, we are careful with what we (goot just a question of understanding game mechanics,

: ) G ut it can teach us how death can function a pivotal el-
with our bodies, because once our bodily life termi- P

o ) ment in the social and visual experience design of the
nates, it will never return. Death “in the real world’e P 9

o e . worlds.
thus because of its irrevocable finality is an experience,

which is in the literature and writing on death (notabl%
[KR69]) often connected with grief, crisis, anger ana-

the experience of “coping”. “Dying” however, in anynereas “permadeath”, the permanent destruction of
online world, is a risk-free endeavour, and therefogg, avatar the first time it dies, is certainly an option
subject to various forms of player testing. The expgpq a possibility also in gameworlds, popular MMOGSs
rience and exploration of death and “dying” in gameyyely use it and “death” is, in fact, in most worlds
worlds can therefore, as this article indicates, be asgRnply a temporary punishment of ones avatar, which
ciated with a completely different repertorie of eMGggylts in the removal from the battlefield (fighting
tions: it can be playful and explorative, repetitive, glgs.ound) on which the character most likely dies. This
rious or amusing, or considered merely an unfortuna|v4§ppenS at the point in time when the character runs
nuisance which obstructs the flow of playing the worlgl,t of “health points” (the quantitative measurement
as agame. of life force). “Death”, therefore, as previously men-
Another significant difference is that whereas deajned, happens to many players most of the time and
and the experience of dying have become an highdya punishment for not watching out for their avatars
individualised and private event in the Western Worlst playing imprudently. Thus, the infliction of death
(see for instanceAri74, Kea89 Mel93]), death in on- can be seen as way to teach players to simply play the
line worlds as the article will demonstrate often appegfame”(world) better. In addition to the geographi-
to be and remains a highly social experience. cal displacement in case of a “death”, “dying” is of-
Finally, however, if one regards death not as a faen punished by, for instance, inflicting damage on
tual event, but as a phenomena which serves both syhe avatars equipment, or by withdrawing a number
bolic and cultural functions, the difference betweest the avatars so-called “experience points”. The in-
the function of death in offline and online communtended frustration of dying is furthered by the play-
ties might not be as large as one might expect. A&ns experience of wasted time in general, as the player

The function of gameworld death
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in many worlds has to spend valuable time reclaiminggalt with here is death, as it is experiengathin the

the body of the dead character it in order to continoealine world, albeit on differenlievels of experience
playing. From these punishment strategies the concaptoncrete immediate experience, that is death in bat-
of “death penalty” has arisen, a hot topic in many dfe or by natural causes (such as drowning or falling
the debates about the gameworlds, which players &om a cliff); death as the subject of players “post-
gage in, both inside and outside the world. Thus,fdcto” storytelling about interaction with the world and
one takes a closer looks at the many discussions abwitlh other characters and players; and finally death as
death experiences taking place, it is clear that “death”form of visual and cultural symbolism which is to
is not always a trivial matter, despite its frequent obe interpreted byand makean indirect impressiomon
currence. Studying the various “texts” on death apthyers.

the data from the death-stories survey, it appears that

players definitely do not agree on whether death is triy- .
ial or not. When survey respondents have been aséed DeS|gnerS and Players on Death

about their opinion on the function of death, most %Iefore death as concrete event is implemented as part

them explicitly or implicitly pomt.out thatitis a ques-of aworld system and game mechanics, designers have
tion of when and where one dies whether it is co

{b. make some important decisions regarding both the

sidered t”V'a.lI or r.IOt' It seems, that th_e_ expenence sfﬁort-term and long-term effects of death. They face
death as being either trivial or non-trivial depend

. . . e challenge of providing a form of death penalty
the context, in which a particular death takes IC)Iac\ﬁhich on one hand has to be severe enough that it re-

such as for instance group play (death as part of ajoémts in a certain excitement, forcing players take it se-

battle) versus solo play (death as, for instance, the re- . D
. . __ridusly and to play strategically to avoid it. On the
sult of explorative mistakes). As one player notes:

other hand, they must not make it so harsh that players
“Generally | believe it [death] bothers play- ~ are scared away from the game at an early point in the

ers a lot more than they let on” [S15, F, 9ame. As Rollings and Adams point out in their popu-
46-50] lar book on game design, “death” is essentially a game

balance problem:

5 Levels of Death “As with other games, avatar death must be
accompanied by a disincentive of some kind,
The concept of “death” holds many meanings in on- o players wont care if they die. The trick
line worlds and occur on many levels. To conduct an s to find a disincentive that is appropriately
in-depth study of death in online worlds, it is there-  hroportional to the likelihood of their dying
fore necessary to outline the difference between these g pyt it in simpler terms, its a balance prob-
forms “Death” as a noun can in fact connotate several |em” ([RA03: p. 525)
form of death experiences:

A death as | hanics (death That designers are not always sure how players will
o Avatar death as in-game mechanics (death as CP&'pond to the concrete death penalty implemented to

crete event in-world) obtain this balance can be deducted from the state-
e Avatar death as narrativised event in the life of 4R€nts in the official online FAQs of the gameworlds.
avatar (death aisterpretedevent) They can quite often be read as implicit justifications
of the choices made by the designers and producers re-
e Death as an symbolic event visualised in a variegrding the severity (or lack of it) of the death penalty,
of forms (death as culture) such as is the case withark Age of CameloFAQ:
e The Death of a player (event out-of-world) “There is simply no excitement in ad-
venturing through a world where loss
of life is meaningless - a game with

This article deals with the three first forms of death.
Though the death of players have been reported to ; }
have resulted in also in-game events (such as wakes), N0 ©Or little penalty for death will soon
they are fortunately rare occurrences, the impact ofiraph Koster coins the term “post-facto” storytelling in an
which mainly takes place offline. The type of deathterview on players narrative experiences of online worlds in [10]
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be fully explored, and become boring. That gameworld designers do, in fact, pay a lot of
[http://wvww.darkageofcamelot.com/faq] attention to their players opinion on the death penalty,
is revealed by a closer study of the historic develop-
Likewise, in some of the books dealing with onlingyent and adjustment of the death penalty in several
world design, designers will spend a few or severghjine worlds which show, that over the time, the death
paragraphs arguing for the need of a death penaltyyighalty is normally made less harsh. This was the
some form. IrDesigning Virtual WorldsRichard Bar- ¢ase inUltima Onlinein which avatars in the begin-
tle, in a discussion of the death penalty, basically §ing risked being looted of their items, if they did not
gues that ultimately players do not know what Willet hack to their corpse quickly enough [cf. personal
provide a good game experience for them. From thgrrespondence with player]. Item stealing was later
designers perspect_ive, death is definitely part of th&yde almost impossible. Wh&ark Age of Camelot
“good” game experience: launched, it was still possible to loose so many ex-
perience points when dying, that players lost a level
[cf. personal correspondence with player]. This was
however quickly changed, and to the author’s, none
of the commercially successful MMOGs today has a
death penalty so harsh that players can loose a level
if they die. Instead, one can observe an increasing
tendency to apply what could be coined “the newbie

Seen from the other side of the fence, players mldm the introduption of a difference in punishment of
grudgingly accept death, but are certainly not alwa§§2th, depending on the level the player has. In many
happy about it: In a discussion of the death penalty¥pr'ds, until levels 6-10, players will hardly experi-
World of Warcraft the player ChrisyTina expresses h&"Ce any penalty when they die, but after this point,

frustration at what she sees as an unnecessary impdiing” becomes a more serious matter. For instance,
ment of her gaming experience: in EverQuest, even if at the outset all levels were equal,

the designers quite soon made it so, that until level 10,
“While | have respect for the risk vs reward  the player would not have to retrive its corpse upon
concept in a game like this, | also want for ~ dying. In an 2004 article in New York Times, the au-
there to be as little dissatisfaction from my  thor notes that “makers of games likgerQuestStar
gaming experience as possible. The more Wars Galaxiesind the comingviddle-Earth Onlind]
and more | play MMOs, the more and more  have chosen softer death penalties to avoid scaring off
| don't understand why | *need* to suffer less experienced playergsla04, so “newbie friend-
such penalties and restrictions where the re- liness” also in terms of the severity of the death penalty
sult is nothing but lost time and ultimately ~ seems to be increasing as competition between worlds
being frustrated. It is just a game after increase. In this context, it should be noted that the
all.”  [http://wowvault.ign.com/View.php?- part of the popularity ofVorld of Warcraftis, by some,
view=Totw.Detai 1&id=22] contributed to the very “soft” death penalty, the de-
signers have chosen to implement(there is for instance
It is most likely people like ChrisyTina, designerfo experience point loss at all whene an avatar dies in
are afraid to scare away, though it should be notefis world). Finally, some of the player responses to
that her viewpoint is not representative of all playerghe deathstories survey as well as forum player discus-
as she clearly sees the world from the perspectives@dns of the newer worlds, seem to indicate that dying
agamer In the death-stories survey, a player poingan, in worlds with a soft death penalty, also come to
out, that though death can sometimes be annoyingfutiction as a very efficient solo-game strategy. Dying
is part of the game: can therefore simply become an “exploit” used to ones
advantage, such as when one dies consciously to get
quicker back to a city irStar Wars Galaxies Used
this way, death is suddenly no longer a penalty or a
cause for excitement, but a helping hand and a strate-
gic game choice. Could and should designers have

“some of the more primitive and tedious as-
pects of the real world that players dont want
to experience act, unfortunately, to set up
some of the more advanced and enjoyable
aspects that they do want to experience.”
([Bar0g, pp.386)

“Dieing [sic] is a hatural part of almost every
game and most people take it in stride [],
| cannot think of any other suitable punish-
ment [of unsuccessful play].” [S21, M, 16-
20]
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foreseen that?

7 The Staging of Death

Once designers have decided on the repercussions
death, they must decide how to “stage” the actual e
perience of death. This authors firsthand studies of t
select worlds show, that depending on the genre of th
world death seems to be implemented in very simile® &
ways. The proto-typical death experience will there .
fore play out as follows: When a player fights a molff= e 8

(a computer-controlled monster) or another player, ar

heir health poi h h il “die” let-
their health points reach 0, they will “die”, often e'[Figure 1: An early death irStar Wars Galaxieshich

ting out a little shriek to denote the actual act of dy- .
g Y ows the staged dead body of the avatar in close-up.

ing. In general, it appears that death (apart from t ‘ il shortly be t red t | facil
of Eve Onling is designed as a very corporeal experi- € avatar will shortly be transported to a clone factl-

ence, since as a rule an avatar’s death always inclu't%‘s
this scene in which the body “drops dead”, much in
the way people are used to see “death” for instance
on film. This indicates that designers are perhaps atste’s spaceship explodes and the player has to start
drawing on cultural conventions from the real world ireequipping their spaceship in their home-dock.
thedepictionof death. Grounding the staging of death The return to life will typically result in either item
in a corporeal experience may help inform the emdamage or experience point loss, or a temporary “res-
tional identification with an imagined “real” death exurrection sickness”. IWorld of Warcraft the player
perience. This can be perhaps also be surmised fremffers no repercussions if she runs back to her corpse
the fact that many players have confessed to me thad reclaim it, but if she chooses to resurrect at the
the emotional impact of a death experience is muspawn point through the aid of a spirit healer, the
stronger, when they experience a natural (recograsatar will suffer both resurrection sickness and item
able?) form of death, such as drowning or falling fromlamage. It should be noted, that in those worlds
a height. where player versus player combat is possible, the
Once dead, the body of the avatar will shortly be dideath penalty dealt when the player is killed by an-
placed on screen lying lifeless on the ground, befavéher player is often less severe than the general death
the avatar is “displaced” (sometimes this requires panalty. This is likely the result of the wish not to scare
affirmative click by the player) and moved to a neartptayers off from going into combat with each other.
safe area (typically a city, a graveyard near the city, or
gshring). !Back in the safe area, plgygrs can start pl?yl Marking death
ing again (in worlds of the science-fiction genre), or (in
worlds of the medieval fantasy genre) they have to ritris thought-provoking to observe, that at least in fan-
back to retrieve their corpse by standing close to it atasy worlds, the fact that “a death” has taken place is
clicking on it, which in some cases also includes reiade visible, not only to the player herself (who will
trieving their equipment (ilnarchy Onlinethe player see her dead body once approaching it again), but also
do not have to find her corpse, but she does howet@pbther players. IWorld of WarcraftandEverQuest
have to go to a reclaim terminal). In some of thine corpses of other players avatars are visible to the
science-fiction worlds, avatars may respawn in a buildlayer, and irDark Age of Camelotirom level 6 and
ing, such as a “cloning facility”$tar Wars Galaxigs upwards, the site of an avatars death will be marked by
or hospital City of Heroe3 and have to make their waya gravestone, visible to everyone, until the avatar has
out of the building.Eve Onlineis exceptional in this reclaimed her “life” at the stone. Morld of Warcraft
context, because the player does not have a corpooapses of avatars will initially be visible as normal
avatar, but only a spaceship and a person icon. “Dealtiwties, but they will quickly decompose into skele-
in this world therefore means that the escape pod fréoms and bones. These corpses will, in their various
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denotes a period of transition from one phase of life
* TR (or death) to another, during which
P f,.n:l;‘ o' |

“Whoever passes from one to the other
finds himself physically and magically-

religiously in a special situation for a cer-

tain length of time: he wavers between two
worlds.” (|Gen69:p.18)

That avatars, however temporary, are forced to
spend a little time in-between worlds (that of the real
dead and of the real living) might be theal death
experience. During this temporary removal from the

Figure 2: Graveyards or gravestones are an integ}%?rld of “the game”, the players cannot safely inter-

part of the geography of several fantasy worlds. ﬂ?t with anything or anybody in the World,_ for in_—
%Eance when they are on a corpse run during which

World of Warcraftthe avatar respawns in a graveyard, . bod q b all kened:
often designed with a gothic flavour. These graveya Ir body and armour are substantially weaxened; or

and gravestones are visible and visitable also wh; lr’{m[? a hea(ljth”ppl\r;\t/ OlrdSk]iIIV:;)SS r?covderySIh_ase; or
avatars are alive. In “ghost mode” (inWorld of Warcraftand inUltima

Onlineavatars become ghosts until they have retrieved
their own corpse), all states when they cannot effect
- ) the world at all. From a game design perspective, this
stages of decomposition, constantly remind a playggt of the death experience is not strictly necessary,
that oth_er players also die and_ will die, it is thergy ¢ by shortly placing avatars "outside” the game it-
fore an integral part of the experience of these worldg¢ \ith no possibility for powerful action within the
that th_e playgr is constantly reminded of the fact ”\_‘R‘/brld, players are reminded that they should be wary
death is possible and happens to everybody. The Vi§iyeath. Death matters and should matter, and if there
bility of corpses can partly be contributed to the gamegy,ch a thing as symbolic death in the online worlds,
mechanics (healer characters need to see a corpsg of form of death is rather to be found in this tem-

a fellow player if they are supposed to resurrect i}, arily experience of a liminal existence, than in the
However, any player who has made her way throu@Qperience of “death” itself.

a world strewn with corpses would agree that these
corpses, which often belong to players one has no re- )
lation to, also serve the purpose of conveying the cdd- TWO perspectives on death

cept and existence of “mortality”, as a means to per- _

haps consistently remind players of the dangers, tey  Death as part of “the grind”

might encounter. One might even come across dead | writing because | am certain that this

NPCs, such as the corpses hanging from the gallows g 4 typical 'death experience’ in World of

at Dalaran inWorld of Warcraft They have no func- Warcraft - 99.999% of deaths are utterly un-
tion from a game perspective, but help enforce the ex-

) ) remarkable. This death story is therefore
istence of “death” as part of the narrative atmosphere

typical. The other death stories you receive

of the world. will most likely be atypical. Do not attempt
to generalize from these 'death stories’ to
7.2 Gameworld “death” as liminal experi- create any sort of academic paper. They're
ence? edge-case nonsense that doesn't reflect the

simple fact that there’s no story here - for the
The immediate effect of avatar death, though the ex- typical player, it’s just a game and character

perience may only last for a very brief period of time,  death is a non-event. [S38 ,M, 26-30]

might be likened to what Arnold Van Gennep, in his

famous study of the “rites of passage” of different cul- As player of an online world, one quickly gets used
tures, termed “the liminal phase”. The rite of passage death, especially in the early stages of life in the
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world, during which it is natural to explore the limheroes of social acceptability, the independent spirits
its of the avatar's strength and abilities - to the poiand the group servants [6]. Even though this typol-
where “death” becomes, as the player above claim®gy is several decades old, it seems applicable on vir-

“non-event”, as natural almost as breathing: tual heroes as well. Gameworld heroes appear to often
fall into either the first or last categories. They can
“Death in DaoC [Dark Age of Camelot], either be cast as “winners” who, through a combina-

like in any other MMORPG, occurs often.  tion of strength and skills are able to slay dangerous
For some it isn't as often, but for others,  mobs, or as “group servants” who are willing to offer
it can occur more often than times you their lives in order to save the group of which they are
breathe while alive.” [player Kilja.bL, part. A player-made movie such &y Life For the
at  http://www.wclegacy.com/section en-  Horde [2005, http://www.machinima.com/films.php?
try.php?contentid=49] id=1614] about aNorld of Warcrafthorde character
who dies after slaying a so-called boss monster which
Death is definitely part of the daily grind of playthreatens the horde world, is a story both typing the
ing the world, and player lingo referring to the variougvatar in question as a hero who is both an indepen-
aspects of the death experience help distinguish the @&nt spirit (setting out to kill the monster in only the
perienced player from the newbie. As a newcomer¢empany of a faithful friend) and a hero willing to give
online worlds, it is impossible to guess what are thgs life to serve the group, in this case “his peogie”.
meaning of lingo such as the “corpse run” or “xp debt” |t seems clear that the combination of the players
(the setback in experience points one might experienrggiependence in big raids or battles (where dozens of
as an effect of dying). An experienced player will usflayers need to fight together to slay elite monsters or
these terms as a way to signal that she is “in the knowharacters of another realm or faction) and the “pre-
and counts herself as part of the gameworld commyass destruction war” culture of the online worlds
nity. seem conductive to the creation of heroes. In game-
A guild movie such as “Has anybody here seen nyorids it is possible to still appear as the heroes of the
corpse” [2003, http://www.guildmirage.com/hasy «p|d-fashioned” wars of olden, golden times when val-
body.htm] about the excruciating corpse runs grous man-to-man combat was still an essential part of
EverQuests a clear-cut example of this perspectivghe war experience. Some players attitude to death in
making fun of all the ordeal&verQuesplayers have fight intriguingly resonate some of the ideals of glori-
to go through on a regular basis to find their corpsess death that could, for instance, be found in the early
and making widely use of in-game references aggitings about World War 1. In an illuminating article

lingo. on the conception of war and death in modern Britain,
D. Cannadine, in order to capture the early war spirit

8.2 Death as “the making of a hero” of death, quotes a heros last words from a contempo-
rary novel:

So there it is. Death. Exciting, thrilling,

funny, and heroic. [S4, M, 31-35] “To die young, clean, ardent; to die swiftly,

in perfect health; to die saving others from

Death in online worlds is however, not only a triv- death..” [Vachellin 3: p. 220]

ial affair. As the avatar gains levels, and corpse runs
and death penalties literally start to “cost” the player

more wasted time, next to being the cause of intensémhough the language s different, the heroic no-

frustration, dying can provide the player with an oél_ons expressed here are similar to that of the lore of

portunity to make her avatar a “hero”, at least ontge gameworlds: being prepared to die and doing it

short-term basis. Death can be “glorious’, a way illingly for ones group is what can make a hero of

o : .the dedicated player. This belief in the social impor-
how th tion to th t I I
show the dedication to the group (typically a gui ance of this sacrificial attitude is also predominant in

or clan) to which the avatar belongs, or to demo#‘ha. ¢ hich £ th dents tell
strate that the player is a courageous and bold play j> story, which one ot the survey respondents tells

t
In his book onHeroes, Villains and Foolssociolo- about a smaller raid ipark Ages of Camelot

gist Orrin E. Klapp enumerated ﬁV_e different types 2a poss monster is particularly difficult to slay and often ap-
of heroes: the winners, the splendid performers, thears at the end of a quest or level
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.Oh, by the way, | was the ONLY one dying,
because | was highest level, and drew an ex-
orberant amount of aggro to me. Kinda saya
it all about my death stories. As long as we
reach our goal | dont care if Im killed. Or
how many times Im killed. If we dont reach
our objective, when everyone was clearly set
up to succeed, well then that is my MOST
annoying death. Everytime. [S2, M, 26- 30].

9 Conclusion: What “Death” Can
Teach Us about Player Experience

“Be prepared to die. YES DIE! Of-
ten times, as much as half a raid can
be killed when attempting a difficult mon-
ster. This is part of the process of obtain-
ing things for everyone. One day, those
same people will die against some mob to
help you.” [Thousand Suns Raid Bible
for EverQuest, http://www.naturesong.com/
Tsuns/bible.html]

the potential glorious adventures of ones avatar, help
create the social player and teaches her how to per-
form her avatar successfully in interaction with other
players. At the same time, the immediate consequence
of death informs the game experience of the individual
player, and one will typically learn during the course
of ones online game experiences, that mastering when
and how to die will make one a better gamer. From a
general perspective, and seen over time, both the stag-
ing and markers of death, and as the death penalties
help remind the players of the gameworld, that de-
spite its transient and repetitive nature, death in a so-
cial world can still be a serious matter. Players will
learn that how they deal with, and embrace “death”,
will help define what and who their avatars will be-
come.

10 Lessons for the future

This brief overview of some of the many aspects of the

avatar death experience in online worlds demonstrate
that design choices regarding the implementation and
presence of for instance death not only informs the sto-

In his discussion of the function of social typegies thatare going to be told about life the world “post-
Klapp states that the general function of the herofgcto” the experienced events, but also help define the
“to stimulate people to do better” [9: p. ix], pointinggMmerging social system and a player's potential roles
to the fact that “social typing” (Casting other pe0p|e (blfl it. Whether death is experienced as “heroic” and in-
oneself in the role of hero, fool or villain) is needed. teresting or as a trivial non-event seem to be very much

“.in a mobile society where status is in-
secure, identities are uncertain, and people
do not know each other well ..[since social
typing] provides us with a convenient pre-
cis of the one with whom we wish to deal”
([Kla62]: p.4)

dependant on context, at least this is so far also con-
firmed by many of the responses to the survey. Thus a
majority of the stories submitted focus on various form
of death in a social context.

The experience of the worldness of a particular on-
line world thus seem closely related to the interplay
between avatars, but is also bound to the way death
is stated and made manifest in for instance the visual

Klapp wrote this text long before online worlds bedesign of the world.
came part of our popular imagination, but his descrip-The accumulated experience of worldness does
tion of what he saw as then state of American cultutterefore both depend on design choices made long be-
seem oddly fitting for online worlds which are veryore the avatar entered the world, but are also shaped
much mobile societies with a constant flux of new arfy the emerging social contexts in which the player
unknown players. Death and the way avatars deal witfiooses to enter - or not enter. The apparently unnec-
death help form the social system and the social norgssary likeness in the staging and implementation of
of the online worlds, and the “heroic” approach tdeath across worlds indicate that designers prefer to
death as it is indirectly and directly enforced by playéollow genre conventions, rather than break the rules
culture and player stories may serve as a guide to nemd innovate or challenge the death experience. This
players, teaching them how to “do better” both as sis-most likely because they want to avoid giving the
cial players and gamers. Thus, the stories and linglayers an experience that will scare them away or
dealing with death, as respectively part of the evenyprake them not “understand” the world. Perhaps de-
day grind of life in the world, and respectively part ofigners in the future should not be so afraid of different
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death(s) when they are designing persistent entertdiEnt07]
ment worlds.So far the survey presented in this article
indicate that players are willing to think about death
differently, if they are given a chance. If design exper-
iments were possible, it would be fruitful to look even

more closely at how the presence and staging of death,

of making the context and consequence of death an @?%9]
casional nontrivial experience, can encourage heroic,
social and yet individualising behaviour. There is stil5|504]
much to explore if the research community wants to
understand what, at the end of the day, lends narra-
tivity and excitement to the life - and deaths - of on-

line world avatars, and what precisely is the best wilay05]
to design for the kind of engaging and unforgettable
experiences, all designers would want their players to
have.

[Kea89]
11 Acknowledgements

| owe gratitude to all the players who have publicly, in
interviews and conversation, and in the death-storl§da62]
survey shared their thoughts on, and experiences with,
death and death penalty with me.

References [Kla03]

[Ari74] Philippe Ariés, Western Attitudes tb-
wards Death from the Middle Ages to
the PresentThe Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1974. [Kla07]

[Bar03] Richard Bartle, [Designing Virtual

Worlds New Riders, 2003.

[BOMWO4] Mark. A Blythe, K. Overbeeke, A.F.[KR69]
Monk, and Peter C. WrighiFunology
From Usabllity to EnjoymeitKluwer

Academic Publishers, 2004. [Mel93]

[Cas05] Edward CastronoveSynthetic Worlds
The Business and Culture of Online
Games University of Chicago Press,[Mpos]
2005.

[EMO5] Laura Ermi and Frans MyraFunda*

mental Components of Gameplay EXpﬁ\'/IW04]
rience: Analysing ImmersigrChanging

Views: World in Play Selected Papers of

the 2005 Digital Research Games AssfC05]
ciation Second Annual Conference DI-

GRA, 2005, pp. 15-27.

Blizzard Entertainment,  World
of warcraft surpasses 8 mil-
lions subscribers worldwide

www.blizzard.com/press/070111.shtml
2007, Accessed: 28.02.2007.

Arnold Van Genneplhe Rites of Pas-
sage University of Chicago Press, 1969.

J. Glater50 First Deaths: A Chance to
Play (And Pay) AgairNew York Times
Technology Review2004.

Martin JaySongs of Experience: Maod-
ern American and European Variations
on a Universal Themderkeley, Univer-
sity of California Press, 2005.

Michael Kearl/Endings - A Sociology
of Death and Dying Oxford University
Press, 1989.

Orrin E. Klapp, Heroes, Villains, and
Fools the Changing American Char-
acter, A Spectrum book, Prentice-Hall,
1962.

Lisbeth Klastrup,Towards a Poetics of
Virtual Worlds Multi-User Textualily
and the Emergence of Storigh.D. the-

sis, IT University of Copenhagen, 2003.

Lisbeth Klastrup,The everquest reader
ch. [EverQuest - a 21st century fiction
Wallflower Press, 2007, Edward Wesp
and Eric Hayot (Eds.), in print.

Elisabeth Kibler-RossOn Death & Dy-
ing, Macmillan, 1969.

Phillip A. Mellor, [The Sociology of
Death ch. Death in High Modernity: the
Contemporary Presence and Absence of
Death, Blackwell Publishers, 1993.

Jessica Mulligan and Bridget Patrovsky,
Developing Online Games: An Insider’s
Guide New Riders Publishing, 2003.

John McCarthy and Peter Wrighitech-
nology as Experien¢eMIT Press, 2004.

IT University of Copenhagen (edBro-
ceedings from digital arts & culture
2005: Digital experience: Design,

urn:nbn:de:0009-6-10221, ISSN 1860-2037


http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Aries&aufirst=Philippe&title=Western+Attitudes+towards+Death+from+the+Middle+Ages+to+the+Present&isbn=0801817625&date=1974�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Aries&aufirst=Philippe&title=Western+Attitudes+towards+Death+from+the+Middle+Ages+to+the+Present&isbn=0801817625&date=1974�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Aries&aufirst=Philippe&title=Western+Attitudes+towards+Death+from+the+Middle+Ages+to+the+Present&isbn=0801817625&date=1974�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Bartle&aufirst=Richard&title=Designing+Virtual+Worlds&isbn=0-13-101816-7&date=2003�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Bartle&aufirst=Richard&title=Designing+Virtual+Worlds&isbn=0-13-101816-7&date=2003�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Blythe&aufirst=Marc&title=Funology+From+Usability+to+Enjoyment&isbn=1-4020-2996-7&date=2004�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Blythe&aufirst=Marc&title=Funology+From+Usability+to+Enjoyment&isbn=1-4020-2996-7&date=2004�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Castronova&aufirst=Edward&title=Synthetic+Worlds+The+Business+and+Culture+of+Online+Games&isbn=0226096261&date=2005�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Castronova&aufirst=Edward&title=Synthetic+Worlds+The+Business+and+Culture+of+Online+Games&isbn=0226096261&date=2005�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Castronova&aufirst=Edward&title=Synthetic+Worlds+The+Business+and+Culture+of+Online+Games&isbn=0226096261&date=2005�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=article&aulast=Ermi&aufirst=Laura&title=Changing+Views+World+in+Play+Selected+Papers+of+the+2005+Digital+Research+Games+Association+Second+Annual+Conference+DIGRA&atitle=Fundamental+Components+of+Gameplay+Experience+Analysing+Immersion&date=2005&pages=15-27�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=article&aulast=Ermi&aufirst=Laura&title=Changing+Views+World+in+Play+Selected+Papers+of+the+2005+Digital+Research+Games+Association+Second+Annual+Conference+DIGRA&atitle=Fundamental+Components+of+Gameplay+Experience+Analysing+Immersion&date=2005&pages=15-27�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=article&aulast=Ermi&aufirst=Laura&title=Changing+Views+World+in+Play+Selected+Papers+of+the+2005+Digital+Research+Games+Association+Second+Annual+Conference+DIGRA&atitle=Fundamental+Components+of+Gameplay+Experience+Analysing+Immersion&date=2005&pages=15-27�
http://www.blizzard.com/press/070111. shtml�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Van+Gennep&aufirst=Arnold&title=The+Rites+of+Passage&date=1969�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Van+Gennep&aufirst=Arnold&title=The+Rites+of+Passage&date=1969�
http://tech2.nytimes.com/mem/technology/techreview.html?res=9C05EFDA123FF937A35750C0A9629C8B63�
http://tech2.nytimes.com/mem/technology/techreview.html?res=9C05EFDA123FF937A35750C0A9629C8B63�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Jay&aufirst=Martin&title=Songs+of+Experience+Modern+American+and+European+Variations+on+a+Universal+Theme&isbn=0520242726&date=2005�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Jay&aufirst=Martin&title=Songs+of+Experience+Modern+American+and+European+Variations+on+a+Universal+Theme&isbn=0520242726&date=2005�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Jay&aufirst=Martin&title=Songs+of+Experience+Modern+American+and+European+Variations+on+a+Universal+Theme&isbn=0520242726&date=2005�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Kearl&aufirst=Michael&title=Endings+A+Sociology+of+Death+and+Dying&isbn=0-19-504515-7&date=1989�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Kearl&aufirst=Michael&title=Endings+A+Sociology+of+Death+and+Dying&isbn=0-19-504515-7&date=1989�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Klapp&aufirst=Orrin&title=Heroes+Villains+and+Fools+the+Changing+American+Character&date=1962�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Klapp&aufirst=Orrin&title=Heroes+Villains+and+Fools+the+Changing+American+Character&date=1962�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Klapp&aufirst=Orrin&title=Heroes+Villains+and+Fools+the+Changing+American+Character&date=1962�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Klastrup&aufirst=Lisbeth&title=Towards+a+Poetics+of+Virtual+Worlds+Multi-User+Textuality+and+the+Emergence+of+Story&date=2005�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Klastrup&aufirst=Lisbeth&title=Towards+a+Poetics+of+Virtual+Worlds+Multi-User+Textuality+and+the+Emergence+of+Story&date=2005�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Klastrup&aufirst=Lisbeth&title=Towards+a+Poetics+of+Virtual+Worlds+Multi-User+Textuality+and+the+Emergence+of+Story&date=2005�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Wesp&aufirst=Edward&title=The+EverQuest+Reader&isbn=1-905674-23-7+&date=2007�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Kuebler-Ross&aufirst=Elisabeth&title=On+Death+Dying&date=1969�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Kuebler-Ross&aufirst=Elisabeth&title=On+Death+Dying&date=1969�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Mellor&aufirst=Phillip+&title=The+Sociology+of+Death&isbn=0-631-19057-0&date=1993�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Mellor&aufirst=Phillip+&title=The+Sociology+of+Death&isbn=0-631-19057-0&date=1993�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Mulligan&aufirst=Jessica&title=Developing+Online+Games+An+Insiders+Guide&isbn=1-592-73000-0&date=2003�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Mulligan&aufirst=Jessica&title=Developing+Online+Games+An+Insiders+Guide&isbn=1-592-73000-0&date=2003�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=McCarthy&aufirst=John&title=Technology+as+Experience&isbn=0-262-13447-0&date=2004�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=McCarthy&aufirst=John&title=Technology+as+Experience&isbn=0-262-13447-0&date=2004�

Journal of Virtual Reality and Broadcasting, Volume 4(2007), no. 3

aesthetics, practice IT University of
Copenhagen, 2005.

[RAO3Z] Andrew Rollings and Ernst Adamg§)n
Game DesignNew Riders, 2003.

[Tay06] T.L. Taylor, Play Between Worlds Ex-
ploring Online Game Cultuie MIT
Press, 2006.

[Yee01] Nicholas Yee,The norrathian scrolls:
A study of everquest, version 2.5
http://mww.nickyee.com/eqt/home.html,
2001, last visited 30/01/07.

Citation
Lisbeth Klastrup/Vhy Death Matters: Understanding
Gameworld Experiengeournal of Virtual Reality
and Broadcasting, 4(2007), no. 3, May 2007,
urn:nbn:de:0009-6-10221, ISSN 1860-2037.

urn:nbn:de:0009-6-10221, ISSN 1860-2037


http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Rollings&aufirst=Andrew&title=On+Game+Design&isbn=1592730018&date=2003�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Rollings&aufirst=Andrew&title=On+Game+Design&isbn=1592730018&date=2003�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Taylor&aufirst=T.L.&title=Play+Between+Worlds+Exploring+Online+Game+Culture&isbn=0262201636&date=2006�
http://www.digibib.net/openurl?sid=hbz:dipp&genre=book&aulast=Taylor&aufirst=T.L.&title=Play+Between+Worlds+Exploring+Online+Game+Culture&isbn=0262201636&date=2006�

