
Consider the ways in which digital games present different kinds of virtual 

spaces for gameplay, and thus, the kinds of gaming experiences that emerge 

within them, with reference to appropriate module readings, concepts, and 

your own examples. 

 

Spaces within video games have enabled complex interaction methods, drawing on 

a player’s a posteriori knowledge to enable them to play the game. These spaces 

enable more than just gameplay however, with exploration and discovery triggering 

the creation of a mass cognitive map that can sometimes overshadow the game’s 

storyline completely. Whilst on the surface, many people observe the virtual 

environment to be the space they are playing in, it is a much more complex 

experience, combining visual, sonic and haptic feedback to create a fully immersive 

world that captivates the user, allowing them to live out their greatest fantasies and 

darkest dreams. 

 

The experience of space is not always just about the software, it extends to what it is 

played with. Space will feel much more realistic when a user uses Virtual Reality 

versus when they are interacting with a mobile game on their smart device, and this 

translates to how the game is designed - either for heavy or light interaction. Their 

setting when playing the game is also key. If they are able to get up in a virtual 

environment and move around, they will be much more immersed and more aware 

of the space around them compared to their experience on a smart device which can 

be taken anywhere. These different experiences make the player interpret their 

space differently which adds greatly to the overall immersion of the space, 

suggesting different time commitments. In this essay I will explore how space has 



evolved over time and how different games make use of space to deliver vastly 

different experiences and gameplay styles. 

 

With the advent of games, 2D was the main spacial environment. One of the most 

influential of these is Donkey Kong, sometimes referenced as the first platformer 

ever. It’s iconic level design enabled users to interact as ‘Jump Man’ with objects 

within the game such as ladders and jump over barrels to rescue a princess stolen 

by an ape. It’s use of space was key in its success, allowing the use of two axes to 

evoke competitive and exciting gameplay whilst making the level design a nostalgic 

classic among its fans. 

 

From this, Jump Man progressed to become Mario in new games. In 1985, Super 

Mario Bros was released with an iconic level design that would transcend and 

become a staple for the Mario game, level 1-1. It’s genius level design utilised space 

to explain the basic mechanics to users, even if they had not played any platformer 

before. In IGN’s top 125 Nintendo Games of All Time video, Justin Davis sums this 

up perfectly, ‘Level 1-1 tells you everything you need to know. If you just stand still, 

the Goomba will run into Mario and you will die - so that teaches you ‘Oh this is an 

enemy and I need to avoid him’. If you see the question mark block, then jump and 

hit it, a mushroom pops out and the way that that mushroom flows through the stage 

[means] it will run into Mario, even if you do nothing, and you will learn it’s a power 

up for Mario to get … a genius example of level design’ (IGN, 2017). The game set a 

precedent for the rest of platformers and many games (both Nintendo and otherwise) 

follow similar design languages even to this day.  

 



During early video game development, 2D was the main spacial environment due to 

hardware limitations, however even after 3D games became mainstream, 2D games 

remained massively popular. Games such as Terreria and Shovel knight used space 

to evoke a retro feel using art styles and level design, whilst new 2D games on 

mobile devices continue to engross people with their simple controls but engaging 

gameplay. Super Mario Bros also evolved into New Super Mario Bros drawing on the 

original control scheme but adding better graphics and incremental improvements to 

abilities, claiming both the 6th and 7th spots on the most sold Nintendo games of all 

time (and combining all consoles together, the second highest selling Nintendo 

game). It carries across the most important parts in relation to how the user 

traverses space; a side scrolling platform with 80+ levels to engage and challenge 

users. 

 

Not all games have utilised multitudes of levels to provide engaging experiences. 

Small condensed areas have created spaces that users come to love and enjoy. For 

example, Animal Crossing utilises a relatively small play area that allows familiarity, 

whilst using the dimension of time to advance daily and vary according to seasons. 

This charming world that the player is introduced to allows endearing relationships to 

develop and grow, allowing massive gameplay times to result from a fairly basic 

amount of entities. The player advances by completing tasks and paying off their rent 

however they are not forced to play this way and can just interact with other villagers, 

enjoying the game how they want with no specific end goal. The game is also 

notable for its use of the internal clock and calendar, so the player’s time and the 

game time are synchronised, adding to the realness of the relationships created.  

 



Competitive games have also leveraged small spaces to enhance gameplay. For 

example in Overwatch there are only a select number of maps, allowing players to 

get used to them; developing strategies and methods to enhance gameplay. Within 

these spaces players can play multiple game modes; adapting tactics based upon 

mode and map. Certain characters such as Lucio and Pharah can even make use of 

the map to push players to their deaths whilst others such as Genji and Hanzo can 

climb walls other players can’t. These different character traits add to the gameplay, 

allowing players to utilise space and terrain to gain strategical advantages and 

allowing the game to create distinct separation between characters.  

 

Within MOBAs (multiplayer online battle arenas) such as Dota 2 and League of 

Legends, there is only one map. This forces team composition and strategy to 

become key as different heroes have different traits that can help them win. 

Traversing space can be the difference between life and death, with terrain 

separations and fog of war allowing users to escape with certain abilities. The size of 

the map allows there to be enough space that if a player is the other side to another, 

they become risk of being ganked (teaming up of the enemy team to kill vulnerable 

players), however is small enough for a player to be saved if they can escape for 

long enough for their teammates to save them. Getting an advantage on the enemy 

team is done by claiming space through taking towers, hindering the enemy team’s 

movement through teleportation and defence from the tower itself. The game relies 

heavily on the defence of space for its basis, with the taking of the centre point being 

the ultimate goal. This ‘pushing’ mantra is built heavily into the game with players 

engaging in combat and the winner usually utilising this ‘free space’ to push land and 

take towers whilst the enemy respawns. Space is even referenced during 



communication within gameplay; ‘Space created’, when players distract the enemy 

so that other players can push further. 

 

Higher ground, hero abilities and time of day can allow more visibility over an area, 

allowing viewing of space to become an advantage over other players. The use of 

the mini map to spot other players is also key, allowing the viewing of space leading 

to ganks and ultimately allowing users to get tactical advantages over others. The 

map is derived from an old Starcraft map that has gone through iterations to remove 

bias for each team, the most controversial being the 7.00 map change which ‘makes 

the experience of learning to play Dota 2 not just daunting for newcomers, but for 

returning players as well (Doza, 2017)’, introducing new shrines, changing the 

location of Roshan (a boss that grants immediate resurrection on death) and 

changing creep camp spawn times. Whilst on the surface these seem menial 

changes, to experienced players with a heavy grasp on the previous layout, they can 

be detrimental to previous tactics, as space and timing are key elements to how a 

player conducts themselves, showing how much players rely on knowledge and 

familiarity of a space. 

 

Splatoon presents a very interesting concept for a game that relies heavily on space; 

the main objective is to capture and keep it. Although proposed as a shooter, 

Splatoon’s objective is to try and cover the most area with your team’s colour, rather 

than to just combat. This introduces classes that are not designed with the primary 

purpose to kill others, rather cover the most amount of area as quickly as possible, 

meaning there are not only guns as weapons but also rollers, buckets and even 

umbrellas. The user uses their weapon to cover the ground in their team’s colour 



paint and at the end of the game, the winning team is decided on the percentage 

coverage of each colour. When a user dies in game, the only advantage the other 

team gets is that the player has to respawn and looses valuable time. This adds a 

new element to the game as if a player runs away, sometimes it is not worth the time 

to go and chase them, rather cover more ground.   

 

In addition to this, when the ground is covered in the opposite team’s paint colour, a 

player will get hurt and travel slowly across the ground. This changing spacial 

construct means players have to focus on painting the ground around them and that 

they can be boxed in, requiring them to cover the ground before they can run away. 

Even with this one rule added, the play style changes dramatically as players have to 

more carefully plan what their tactic will be; having to decide whether teaming up to 

stay alive or splitting up to cover more area is the best option. 

 

As a stark contrast, large open spaces can create massive immersive environments 

for players to explore, where discovery and exploration take precedent and the 

player is very much in control of the direction they move in. For example the latest 

Mario game, Odyssey contains vastly differently styled worlds with massive 

expanses to explore. The game’s use of space limits some optional areas to only 

being accessible through skilled jumps and moves however the game still functions 

perfectly well without being able to do these, and players can still complete the 

storyline without this providing something to go back to after the player completes 

the storyline.  

 

The use of space extends to the ‘capturing’ of other characters within the game. 



When Mario throws his hat, he can take control of any character without one. ‘…in 

Super Mario Odyssey not are you figuring out how to get Power Moons, you're also 

figuring out which enemies will help you do so’ (Tamburro, 2017), which brings an 

element not seen before in a Mario game where the space is the limiting factor rather 

than the enemies.  

 

The controls are also vastly different, allowing the user to move the controller quickly 

to execute some specialised moves. Whilst the user does not have to use these, 

they are moves only accessible with these ‘gestures’, encouraging the player to 

move within their own environment, taking advantage of the space around them and 

creating an more immersive experience that makes the user feel like they are part of 

the game rather than an outsider looking in.  

 

The game also makes use of a transition from 3D to 2D for a nostalgic look back at 

Super Mario Bros’ styling. Certain level designs even reference famous levels that tie 

the game back into the story without explicitly saying it. This amazing use of space 

conveys much more than just an experience - a story that excites and engages the 

user and something that long time fans and first time users alike will be able to 

recognise. 

 

Finally I would like to examine games that hinge on players creating their own 

spaces, a notable example being Super Mario Maker. The main appeal of the game 

is the player being able to select the theme they would like and making levels from 

scratch, leading to some very creative creations where space is taken to a new level. 

User generated maps vary from trick levels to well thought out masterpieces that 



utilise enemies and items in very creative fashions, applying them in ways that the 

original creators of the game had not even thought of. For this reason, Mario Maker 

has an almost limitless supply of levels to play of varying difficulties, each utilising 

space in their own way. The relinquishment of control over space only hinges by a 

single rule - the creator has to complete the level to upload it.  

 

In conclusion, I feel that space within gameplay can evoke the same kind of 

response that a well written story can. They provide memorable and exciting 

experiences that engage the user and can convey messages much better than 

written tutorials. Many games present different spaces that can challenge or add new 

dimensions to gameplay but they all are crucial to how a game is played and thus 

create vastly different experiences that excite and terrify the player.  
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