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One of the first things you will see in Azeroth is a quest-giver: a nonplayer

character with a bright yellow exclamation mark above his or her head.

Right-click on a quest-giver, and a tiny story will appear in a window on

your screen, such as this one from Marshal McBride, one of the first charac-

ters you see if you play a human: ‘‘Hey, citizen! You look like a stout one. We

guards are spread a little thin out here, and I could use your help. . . .’’ The

quest-giver will give you a brief background story and a request for help, all

contained in the same window on your screen: ‘‘Your first task is one of

cleansing, Esmerita. A clan of kobolds have infested the woods to the north.

Go there and fight the kobold vermin you find. Reduce their numbers so that

we may one day drive them from Northshire.’’ This is the in-character version

of the quest, the version within the fictional world. Below it you can read a

brief summary that one might imagine is narrated by the game interface or a

narrator standing outside of the fiction: ‘‘Quest Objectives: Kill 10 Kobold

Vermin, then return to Marshal McBride.’’ Next, the rewards for the quest

are specified: ‘‘Rewards: You will receive: 25 copper,’’ and finally, at the very

bottom of the quest window, two buttons provide you with a choice: Decline

or Accept? If you accept the quest, you go and do what you have been asked to

do and, if you succeed, return to receive your reward.

Quests in games are tasks that the player is asked to perform, and are one of

the ways in which gameplay is structured in World of Warcraft. Many games

contain quests, and quests come in many varieties, from the compact missions



of Grand Theft Auto to the lengthy puzzles and riddles of interactive fiction1

or adventure games. Different games and different genres have different kinds

of quests. I propose that studying the structure and dominant patterns of

quests in a game gives us access to some of the basic patterns of the game

itself.

This reading of World of Warcraft is centered on the ways in which its

quests work. I find that the quests and thus the game are characterized by

two complementary rhetorical figures: deferral and repetition.

Reading Quests

A rhetorical figure or scheme is ‘‘a departure from standard usage’’ that is

‘‘not primarily in the meaning of the words, but in the syntactical order or

pattern of the words’’ (Abrams 1993). Examples of rhetorical figures are rep-

etition of words or phrases, alliteration, rhythm and rhyme, or inversions of

an everyday word order. The trope is a counterpart to the rhetorical figure and

its syntactical patterns: a nonliteral use of language that plays with semantics

instead of syntax. Tropes deal with meaning, not with word order. If I call my

love a rose, I use a metaphor, a comparison of my love to a rose. This is a se-

mantic move (I combine the meanings of ‘‘rose’’ and of ‘‘my love’’), and thus

it is a trope. If I call my love a red, red rose, I add repetition to the metaphor

by repeating the word ‘‘red.’’ Repetition plays with syntax, and so is a figure,

not a trope.

Quests in World of Warcraft have a very clear syntax. The basic parts of a

quest do not vary: quest-giver, background story, objectives, rewards. Occa-

sionally the quest-giver is replaced by an object (a treasure map found on a

dead monster; when you click it it starts a quest), but even in these cases the

quest itself plays out in the same manner, showing if anything that the role of

the quest-giver is singularly inanimate. The player’s role is likewise very fixed:

you can accept or decline a quest, you can complete it or discard it. Objectives

do vary, but most quests pose the same basic objectives of traveling, killing,

and collecting (Walker 2006). This limited syntax means that certain patterns

appear in the course of questing. These patterns are what this chapter is about.

Previous genres of computer games and other digital artifacts have also

been found to be characterized by particular rhetorical figures. In his reading

of the classic hypertext fiction afternoon, a story (Joyce 1990), Espen Aarseth

proposes linking and jumping as the ‘‘master figure’’ of hypertext. Further, he
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sees hypertext fiction’s main tropes as aporia and epiphany. In rhetorics, an

aporia is the expression of doubt. In hypertext fiction, or at least in afternoon,

Aarseth argues that doubt is an integral part of the reading experience. The

reader is only given parts of the story in each node, and it is not clear whether

following a given link will help the reader to figure out the story. The epiph-

any is the aporia’s companion trope, found when the solution is obtained and

the puzzle solved (Aarseth 1997). Aporia and epiphany may also be character-

istic of most puzzle-based games, like interactive fiction (Montfort 2003), but

are rarely found in World of Warcraft, where quests are straightforward, direc-

tions purely geographical, and the challenge lies in finding the object and kill-

ing the opponents, not in solving puzzles.

In their analysis of quests in the single-player game Diablo,2 Wibroe,

Nygaard, and Andersen identify two main types of quests in the game: simple

exchanges and breaches of contract (2000). A simple exchange is a quest

where the player is asked to fetch something and is given a reward for doing

so. A breach of contract occurs when the quest-giver refuses to give the player

the reward, and the player thus has to fight the quest-giver to get it. Simple

exchanges are standard fare in World of Warcraft, but there are very few, if

any, breaches of contract. This is partly due to the grammatical structure of

quests in World of Warcraft, which is coded into the game and shapes the

ways in which the game designers can write quests.

Simple exchanges and breaches of contract are closer to examples of narra-

tive structure such as those proposed by Vladimir Propp and later narratolo-

gists than they are to the more conventional rhetorical techniques of the

ancient Greek orators. In 1928 the Russian Formalist Propp outlined a ‘‘gram-

mar’’ of Russian folktales that included a list of ‘‘functions’’ by which all folk-

tales could be described (1968). For instance, early in a story, a member of a

family will leave home and become the hero of the story. Next, the hero is

given an interdiction; something is forbidden. Later, the hero is certain to

breach the interdiction and do the thing that is forbidden. Not all stories con-

tain all functions, but they always appear in the same order.

Joseph Campbell’s subsequent analysis of the structure of myths follows a

similar pattern, and is frequently referenced in discussions of quests in com-

puter games (Tosca 2003; King and Krzywinska 2006, 49) as Campbell more

explicitly than Propp uses the term ‘‘quest’’ to describe the hero’s objective in

a myth or narrative and the journey made to obtain those goals. It is clear that

these simple functions of narratives and myths are also used heavily in games,
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as is also discussed by Tanya Krzywinska in chapter 6. However, my reading

of quests in World of Warcraft will focus less on narrative functions and more

on the rhetorical figures. My analysis will thus be more akin to Aarseth’s

reading of afternoon as characterized by aporia and epiphany than to Wibro,

Nygaard, and Andersen’s analysis of Diablo as characterized by simple ex-

changes and breaches of contract.

Before delving deeper into the rhetorical figures of deferral and repetition, I

will take a look at other recent research on quests in games, and look more

closely at how quests in World of Warcraft work.

What Are Quests?

There are several ways of defining quests in games, just as quests are different

in different kinds of games. When Ragnhild Tronstad, who was studying text-

based MUDs at the time, wrote her influential discussion of quests as per-

formatives (Tronstad 2001), she saw them as puzzle-based structures. She

used an example of a player trying to open a locked box. The player realizes

that she needs to find a key to open the box, but she doesn’t know where the

key might be or even whether whatever is in the box will help in solving the

quest she is on. Clearly, this kind of quest has much in common with the play

between aporia and epiphany that Aarseth describes in his analysis of hyper-

text fiction. Both genres are in a sense puzzles or, as Nick Montfort suggests of

interactive fiction, riddles (2003). While Tronstad doesn’t explicitly define

‘‘quest,’’ she uses it as players of MUDs and puzzle-based adventure games

generally do: a quest is a task that is explicitly assigned to the player and that

involves some level of challenge. As in literature, a quest in an adventure game

can be large or small, and as in literature, quests in games tend to be used to

set the plot in motion. If Odysseus didn’t want to get home there would be no

Odyssey. If King Arthur and his knights weren’t looking for the Holy Grail

there would be no stories about them. If the player of King’s Quest 1 wasn’t

asked to recover the kingdom’s valuable treasures (a missing magical mirror,

shield, and chest) there would be no game. Or rather, if there were still a

game, it would be a very different kind of game.

In World of Warcraft the player is not assigned a single, grand, overarching

quest such as these. Quests that announce an all-encompassing ultimate goal

suit games with clearly defined ends, and World of Warcraft is designed to be

endless. Even when you reach the maximum level there are always more
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things to do. You can fight more battles, gain more honor and reputation, or

do that raid one more time. Quests are an important part of playing World of

Warcraft, but instead of the player attempting to resolve a single, large quest

(find the Holy Grail, bring peace to Azeroth) the player instead picks and

chooses from a vast number of very small quests.

Espen Aarseth’s proposed definition is far broader than that which Tron-

stad implicitly uses: ‘‘the player-avatar must move through a landscape in

order to fulfill a goal while mastering a series of challenges. This phenomenon

is called a quest’’ (Aarseth 2004). This definition would certainly include the

quests we meet in World of Warcraft, but as Susana Tosca points out in her

essay, ‘‘The Quest Problem in Computer Games’’ (2003), it is also so broad

that it can cover almost any game imaginable. While quests in World of War-

craft are sometimes designed as episodes in a longer quest chain, individual

quests in World of Warcraft are on a far smaller scale than Aarseth’s definition

suggests.

Tosca notes that designers and gamers are less interested in defining

‘‘quest’’ than academics have been. The game design manuals Tosca discusses

don’t define ‘‘quest’’ at all, but simply take for granted that the reader knows

what is meant. Tosca proposes a definition that distinguishes between the

player’s and the designer’s perspective: ‘‘For the player, [quests] are a set of

instructions for action, as they give her a goal that needs to be solved. For

the designer, they provide a structure to plan for events and describe object

interaction within a comprehensible framework’’ (2003). This definition easily

maps onto quests in World of Warcraft, although neither the manual nor the

online help files for World of Warcraft explicitly defines ‘‘quest,’’ either, and

the word isn’t listed in the glossary a player can consult on the official game

Web site. Instead, it’s explained implicitly, as in this advice for ‘‘Your First

Few Levels’’ in the Game Guide on the official Web site: ‘‘Find a Quest! Quest

givers have exclamation marks over their heads. Go talk to the quest giver by

right-clicking on them. Go around to every NPC with a ‘‘!’’ above their head

and see what they want you to do.’’

In practice, quests in World of Warcraft follow a very rigid structure. They

are very clearly discrete entities. A quest is always received from a quest-giver,

who is clearly marked as such by the yellow exclamation mark above his or

her head. The quest pops up in a box on the player’s screen with well-marked

sections representing the words spoken by the quest-giver, the objectives, a

summary of what the player is expected to do (this being a more mechanical
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and pragmatic set of instructions for action), and a list of rewards that will be

offered to the player on completion of the quest. The player can have up to

twenty-five active (in other words, noncompleted but available) quests at a

time, and they are displayed in the Quest Log, a window that color-codes

active quests according to their difficulty level and sorts them by which zone

they are in and by whether they are connected to a specific class or profession.

By shift-clicking a quest, the player can display an even more compact set of

quest objectives on the edge of her screen, tracking information in a brief

summary that is continually updated: ‘‘Bloodsail Swashbucklers slain: 4/10.’’

Tosca suggests three variables that describe quests, while noting that her list

does not form a complete quest typology. These variables are linearity (are

quests fixed or open?), duration (long or short?), and single-player versus

multiplayer. In World of Warcraft quests are strictly linear and they are very

fixed. There are never alternative ways of achieving a goal, unlike the quests

Tosca discusses in the game Blade Runner, where the player’s objective of get-

ting rid of the replicants can be achieved by killing them or by making friends

with them (2003). The objectives specified in World of Warcraft are mechanis-

tic and unequivocal: kill ten kobolds, bring me Van Cleef’s head. Each indi-

vidual quest is very clearly defined and of brief duration, though quests are

often linked together in quest chains, where a player has to complete a num-

ber of quests in sequence in order to achieve an ultimate goal. Such quest

chains can take a long time to complete and often require help from many

other players. Quests also vary between being suitable for a single player or

requiring several players. The color coding of quests indicates whether a

player is strong enough to be likely to succeed in a quest alone (or ‘‘solo’’),

or should group with other players or leave the quest until he or she has

attained a higher level.

Does the Content Matter?

In practice, most players probably don’t pay a lot of attention to the narratives

of quests. Wired reporter Lore Sjöberg captures the emptiness of many quest

narratives with his satire of World of Warcraft, where he rewrites a sequence

from the game as though it were a text adventure game. As in the text adven-

tures of the 1970s and 1980s and the interactive fictions of the 1990s, the

words after the > sign are imagined as typed by the player.
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There is an elf with an exclamation point above her head here.

>Talk elf

‘‘Alas,’’ she says. ‘‘There is a great darkness upon the land. Fifty years ago the Dwarf

Lord Al’ham’bra came upon the Dragon Locket in the Miremuck Caverns. He

immediately recognized the . . . ’’

> Click Accept

‘‘Hey,’’ the elf protests. ‘‘This is important expository. Azeroth is a rich and storied

land, with a tapestry of interwoven . . . ’’

> Click Accept

‘‘OK, fine. Bring me six kobold tails.’’

> Shout ‘‘Where are the Kobolds?’’ (Sjöberg 2006)

In fact, most quests are not solved or resolved by studying the narrative for

clues but by asking other players how they resolved the quest, as in Sjöberg’s

parody, or by consulting online game guides such as Thottbot, Questkeep, or

Allakhazam. The biggest challenges in resolving a quest are navigation and

combat. Despite geographical descriptions such as ‘‘south of Crossroads’’ or

‘‘in the ruins,’’ it can often be hard to find a given object or opponent. Even

when the object of the quest is not to slay monsters, it is likely that the

landscape you need to traverse is monster-infested so that you have to fight

anyway.

While Sjöberg’s satire is tongue-in-cheek, its strictly utilitarian approach is

mirrored by most quest guides and databases. Here is a quest guide from

Azzor.com describing the most efficient order in which to complete quests in

the Darkshore zone: ‘‘Before heading to Ameth’Aran, grab the For Love Eter-

nal, Tools of the Highborne, The Fall of Ameth’Aran, and the Red Crystal

quests. Before entering Ameth’Aran, finish the Red Crystal quest. It was faster

to do this than it was the Bashal’Aran quests, and the reward is pretty good. It

takes two trips, but before the second one, be sure to get the water from the

moonwell’’ (Kiggles 2005).

Where walk-throughs of interactive fiction (be it classical works like Zork

(1981) or Adventure (1976), or newer ones like Emily Short’s Galatea (2000)

or Nick Montfort’s Book and Volume (2005)) provide careful hints and prods

to help the player figure out the puzzle, walk-throughs of quests in World of

Warcraft go straight to the solution. Worrying about spoilers is completely ir-

relevant. There are no puzzles to solve—the only challenges here are naviga-

tion and strategy. You need to find that which the quest asks you to find, and

you need to work out how to kill mobs you encounter. Should you bring a
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group? Should you work around the edges? Should you stealth? Do you need

special potions or buffs? Experienced players may also select quests according

to the rewards they’ll give in terms of experience points, gold, and objects, and

may work out which quests are worth the time spent.

Instead of walk-throughs, then, there are Web-based databases of quests,

objects, mobs, and quest-givers. Droprates—how often a needed item will

be found on a killed mob—are listed, and precise location coordinates are

shared. Players post comments to listings of individual quests stating at what

level they successfully completed the quest, and they let future readers know

whether the quest was worth the effort or not in terms of experience points

and other rewards earned. Though some quests must be completed to unlock

areas of the game or to acquire particularly good equipment, no player is

likely to complete or want to complete all quests he or she finds.

Many quest databases cite the words spoken by the quest-giver and give in-

formation about locations, but most leave out any other narrative information

given in the game. For instance, TenTonHammer.com’s ‘‘Guide to Onyxia’’

notes in a slightly annoyed tone that ‘‘[t]o get this quest you must listen to

all of Warlord Goretooths story before you can access the quest. He will not

have a question mark over his head even when you hit a level high enough to

access the quest.’’ There is in fact no description of the content of Warlord

Goretooth’s story in the major quest databases, although this is the first quest

Horde players must complete in a long chain leading to one of the most pres-

tigious raids of the game.

An example of a dissection of a quest that takes out almost every hint of

narrative can be found at bookofwarcraft.com, where quests in the level 12

to 20 night elf zone Darkshore are listed in a table that only gives the bare

essentials. In some ways it gives us more information about the quests than

is found in game; for instance, by specifying location coordinates, the number

of experience points and reputation (‘‘rep’’) earned, and some very specific

numbers describing attributes of the equipment the player earns on complet-

ing the quest. Notably, the listing also leaves out much of the narrative infor-

mation given in the game itself.

Quest Name: Washed Ashore II

Quest Giver : Gwenneth Bly’Leggonde

Start Coords : 36.45, near the hippogryphs

Level : 14

Action Required : Recover Sea Turtle Remains
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Destination Coords : 32.46, skeleton of a sea turtle at the bottom of the ocean, west of

Auberdine

XP : 975

Rep: 100.25

Reward Item : Clamshell Bracers, mail 57a / Dryweed Belt, leather, 38a, þ2 Intellect /

Sandcomber Boots, cloth, 17a

Even in the game, this is an example of a quest with minimal narrative qual-

ities. It is the second in a series that has you collecting beached animals on the

coast for Gwennyth Bly’Leggonde, a quest-giver in Auberdine. The first time

you meet Gwennyth, she asks you the following:

Majestic sea creatures are known to launch themselves at the Darkshore coastline,

beached there until they die. Lately, these beasts have been washing ashore in ever-

increasing numbers. I’ve been sent here by the Temple of the Moon to investigate,

but the presence of murlocs along the water has made my research difficult.

There is a giant creature washed ashore just south of Auberdine that is ringed by the

foul Greymist murlocs. Could you go there and retrieve bones from the creature for

our study? (Washed Ashore)

Your quest log also gives you some additional information in the objectives

for the quest, namely that the beached animal you’re looking for is a turtle:

‘‘Recover the Sea Turtle Remains from the Skeletal Sea Turtle in the waters

west of Auberdine, and then speak with Gwennyth Bly’Leggonde back in

Auberdine.’’ On the beach you find you have to fight hostile murlocs until

you find the remains of the turtle. Moving your cursor over it, you’ll see that

the cursor turns into a cogwheel, the sign that if you click on it, something

will happen. Clicking gets you the object that you’re supposed to bring back

to Gwennyth. At that point she asks you to go and collect more beached crea-

tures, but more briefly: ‘‘That beached creature is not an isolated incident here

in Darkshore. There are more along the coastline and even in the water. I

would like for you to investigate another one that we know of; this one was

reported to be in the water due west of Auberdine, close to a sunken vessel.

Return to me with anything that you may recover that would aid our re-

search’’ (Washed Ashore, part 2).

Although this quest is thin on narrative content, it is one of many quests

dealing with environmental destruction, a recurring motif that Esther

MacCallum-Stewart discusses in some detail in chapter 2. Night elf zones

and druid quests are particularly involved in this motif as the care of nature

is part of their ethos, but deforestation and signs of impending environmental
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disaster can be found throughout Azeroth: in the corrupted plants of Fel-

wood, in the sickly gazelles of the Barrens (which the NPC Ruul Eagletalon

describes as ‘‘unwitting victims of a greater taint and corruption that is

spreading all throughout the land’’), by the toxicologists on Dreadmire Peak,

and so on. This motif is in many ways a natural corollary to the exploration

theme evident in almost all quests. Although players may not read the quest

for narrative details, as suggested by Sjöberg’s satire and by the lack of narra-

tive elements in Web-based quest databases, these motifs and structures are

repeated so steadily that they do help to shape the world.

Deferral

When a quest giver asks you to complete a quest, you are shown the rewards

you will be able to choose between when you have finished. In this way, a

quest is a promise—I will give you this, if only you do that. Each promise is

graded by difficulty and sorted by zone so that the player’s quest log contains a

collection of possible activities and possible rewards. You have only to choose

between them—if you are able to kill all those monsters and find all those

places, items, and people.

Quests reward patience. Quests are more organized than most to-do lists,

providing automatic crossing-off of completed items. They are as endless as

to-do lists as well—perhaps in that way encouraging the tireless quest for per-

sonal betterment that Scott Rettberg, in chapter 1, proposes is at the heart of

World of Warcraft.

In his dissection of narrative desire, Peter Brooks writes of the ‘‘anticipation

of retrospection as our chief tool in making sense of narrative’’ (Brooks 1984,

23). We read with a certainty that there will be an end, and that when we have

reached it, we will be able to look back and see the whole. Quests tell us the

end straight away, and provide an extremely clear structure for anticipating

retrospection.

In a sense, World of Warcraft is evidence that we humans have finally suc-

ceeded in creating something that we can desire endlessly, have entirely, and

never consume. This game has no end; it is an endless deferral of an end.

Brooks describes the paradox of narrative: we read because we desire the

end, but when we reach the end, of course there is no more narrative to con-

sume (52). ‘‘Desire comes into being as a perpetual want for (of) a satisfaction

that cannot be offered in reality,’’ Brooks writes, referring to the psychoana-
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lytic tradition of Lacan as well as to his own concept of narrative desire (55).

The gamer’s desire in World of Warcraft is simple and endless: we want more.

Always more.

Ragnhild Tronstad writes of quests as seductive, using Baudrillard’s theory

of seduction in a way similar to Brooks’ analysis of narrative. She argues that

‘‘[c]ompleting the quest turns it into a product, a finite entity that no longer

contains any secrets or exercises any seductive power over the player’’ (2004,

160–161). There are no secrets in the quests in World of Warcraft. Or if there

are, they are simply the secrets of having a sufficiently powerful group to com-

bat the mobs and of possessing both sufficient willingness to travel and a

sharp eye for details. While the player in the MUDs Tronstad writes about

‘‘counters this seduction by insisting on replacing it with final meaning’’

(164), the World of Warcraft player must quickly realize that quests in this

game have no final meaning.

Pragmatically, quests are generally means to an end. You have to complete

quests in order to gain access to an area or to a new skill or item. You com-

plete quests to get more experience points than you would through simple

grinding (killing monsters mechanically without role-playing or quest motiva-

tion). Because quests generally give more experience points than simply kill-

ing monsters, players will try to collect as many relevant quests as possible

before entering an instance with a group of players. In all these cases, rewards

are promised, but can only be received after waiting.

In addition, quests are used to guide a player through gameplay and toward

higher levels. When a player reaches an appropriate level, quests will appear

that require travel to new zones, where more challenging quests await, con-

stantly enticing a player to continue to explore the world. At lower levels, ex-

ploration quests often also include tutorial elements, such as the quests given

around level 10 that teach new players to use flight masters to fly from place

to place rather than running everywhere, or the quests given to warlocks and

paladins at level 60 that lead to their learning the spell required to summon a

special mount. For warlocks, for instance, obtaining their Dreadsteed (the epic

mount for warlocks) requires a long quest chain involving shady deals with

goblins; finding, fighting for, and purchasing expensive materials for compli-

cated rituals; and finally summoning the Dreadsteed and killing the demon

that owns it.

Some quest chains are very long and time-consuming. The Warlock quest

chain is one example, but there are many others. The Onyxia quest chain is
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probably the most famous in the game, at least prior to the release of The

Burning Crusade expansion pack in 2007. Onyxia is a fearsome dragon, the

daughter of Deathwing. (Those who have read the novels about the Warcraft

world or read the lore on the official game Web site or WoWwiki.com will

recognize Deathwing as the nemesis of Horde and Alliance alike.) Dragons

in this world can also appear as humans, and Onyxia herself poses as Lady

Katrana Prestor, advisor to the child king of the humans, in Stormwind. One

of the toughest raids in the game before the release of the Burning Crusade

expansion was slaying Onyxia, and it was also one of the most prestigious

and visible feats for a player or guild to have participated in. When a group

has succeeded in slaying Onyxia (it takes forty people to do so) they can turn

in her head to the leaders of Stormwind if they are Alliance, or Orgrimmar

if they are Horde. The head is displayed in the city so all other players there

can see it and bystanders are granted a buff that shows up on the screen (for

Horde players) as ‘‘Warchief’s Blessing’’ (‘‘þ10% crit with spells, þ5% crit

with melee, þ140 attack power for 120 min,’’ according to Allakhazam.com).

On new servers, players discuss whether or not anyone has killed Onyxia yet,

and there is considerable pride in knowing that your guild or even your fac-

tion (Horde or Alliance) was the first to kill Onyxia on your server. Many

guilds specialize and do the raid again and again, practicing avidly and posting

videos of the best, funniest, or most unusual fights with Onyxia to YouTube

and other sites.

Before you actually fight with Onyxia, you have to complete a lengthy quest

chain to acquire the Drakefire Amulet, often simply referred to as the Onyxia

Key because it is required to gain entrance to Onyxia’s Lair. The quest chain is

different for Alliance and Horde players, but in both cases a player can start in

their mid-50s but cannot complete the chain until level 60. The quest chain

not only involves the usual killing of monsters, gathering of materials, and

entering dungeons, but also requires the player to travel to Stormwind or

Orgrimmar, depending on the player’s faction, to give a message to the leaders

there. Horde players thus speak directly to Thrall, the orc warlord, who is

concerned about the dragon, while Alliance players, in an interesting twist,

talk with Lady Katrana Prestor—who, as you remember, is actually Onyxia

herself in human form. Much further traveling and battling is also required

before the long-coveted Drakefire Amulet is finally given to the player.

Tastes of the Onyxia storyline are available for lower level players, too, fore-

shadowing future possibilities. In a simple three-quest chain set in Brackwell
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Village, players around level 40 to 45 are first asked to kill nearby dragon

whelps and hatchlings and take their searing tongues and hearts back to

Draz’Zilb in Brackenwall Village. Draz’Zilb is an ogre who, despite his two

heads and rude companions, is surprisingly well spoken. When you have

brought him the body parts, he casts a spell over them to identify their origin.

He pronounces them ‘‘The brood of Onyxia!’’ In the next quest Draz’Zilb

gives a little information about Onyxia, too: ‘‘Stonemaul Village was invaded

by the brood of Onyxia. But why would the daughter of the black dragonlord,

Deathwing, descend upon our lands?’’ (The Brood of Onyxia). Draz’Zilb asks

the player to notify the village leader, Mok’Morokk, of this threat, but

Mok’Morokk refuses to act, and so it is left to the player to return to the

area where the dragon whelps and hatchlings are and destroy Onyxia’s eggs.

The main purpose this quest serves is to introduce the idea of Onyxia to the

player and to show the player Onyxia’s Lair, implicitly promising that more

is to come. This quest chain is an excellent example of how the quest leads

players into situations that mean more than the narrative embedded into the

quests. As we saw earlier, most players probably won’t really read the quest

narratives, though they may recognize the name Onyxia and therefore be

more likely to pay attention. However, there are almost always high-level

characters in this area of the world, on their way to Onyxia’s Lair. If the player

has not already spotted the Lair, the sight of high-level players riding past will

likely draw his or her attention to it. The lair, which is close by the eggs, is a

very impressive cave with an entrance shaped like a huge, fanged jaw. It has

the green whirling entranceway that by level 40 the player will know signifies

an instance; that is, a dungeon meant for a group to fight their way through on

their own. If the player attempts to enter Onyxia’s Lair, the message ‘‘You

must be part of a Raid Group, at least level 50 and have the Drakefire Amulet

in your inventory to enter’’ is displayed. It is the situation that has been set up

that is memorable, moreso than the narrative as told by the quest-givers.

Quests like these are thus structured both as promises that there is more to

come and as deferrals of those goals. Onyxia is here, these quests say, look,

right here, but you can’t touch her—yet.

Repetition

Repetition is the complement to this deferral. Before she can actually fight the

dragon, the player will hear about Onyxia again and again, in chat, by seeing
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the head, and in many quests. Repetition is present in World of Warcraft from

the moment you create your character. The fixed set of options you have to

choose from brings home the fact that your experience here may be a unique

combination of options, but that the possible combinations are limited. Be-

fore too long you will meet another character with the same hair as you, or

perhaps even an identical twin.

This basic rule actually encourages player effort. For instance, when I saw

that a friend just a level above me had a wonderful new axe, I asked her where

she got it. She described the quest chain she had completed to earn it, and I

had a new goal: copy her quest to achieve the same axe. Not only were the

challenges in the quest chain identical for me as they had been for my friend,

the reward was literally the same item, with exactly the same properties and

appearance.

The repetition of items emphasizes that code is the foundation of this

world. Wearable items, such as armor or clothing, can be worn by any race

and either gender, but will look different according to the size and shape of

the character wearing the item. Esther MacCallum-Stewart and Justin Parsler

mention a striking example of this in chapter 11, the Black Mageweave

Leggings and Vest set, which appears as a black shirt and trousers on a male

character, but as stockings and suspenders with a basque top on a female

character. Likewise, there are items that look different on different races.

Plato’s theory of the Ideal forms that have faint copies on earth seems to suit

this world well. The Ideal is the code, and the Actual is the way it looks on

different characters. The properties or game mechanics of the item remain

the same no matter how it is expressed visually on different genders and races.

Stranger still is the repetition of events that according to the terms of the

fictional world should occur only once. It is understandable that when you

kill generic monsters (wolves in the Barrens, for instance) new ones appear,

but the suspension of disbelief is extreme when the fictional world asks us to

accept that named characters we have killed reappear a few minutes later. This

happens at all levels of play, but perhaps most notorious is the culmination of

the game (prior to the release of The Burning Crusade expansion pack), the

killing of Onyxia. Although each quest and all programmed events can be in-

finitely repeated, each individual player will experience them differently each

time they happen. Most quests can only be performed once by each character.

Once I have chased Mok’Morokk out of Blackenwell Village, I can’t chase him

out again, because I will have already completed that quest3—and the ogre
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will only respond to my challenge if I’m on the quest. However, I can help a

friend chase him out of the village, and I can watch other people try to chase

him out—or I can revisit the village and note that he appears to still be—or is

again—the ruler of the village. Nothing ever really changes in Azeroth.

There is, however, a ritual quality to such repetitions. Westfall, the 10 to 20-

level zone closest to the human starting point, has an unusually densely woven

network of quests, the culmination of which involves the player successfully

going through The Deadmines instance with a group of other players and kill-

ing Edwin VanCleef, the leader of the Defias Brotherhood. Whenever some-

one completes this final quest, Gryan Stoutmantle, the leader of the People’s

Militia and quest-giver in this chain, yells out congratulations so every player

in Westfall can hear it: ‘‘The People of Westfall salute [name], a brave and

valiant defender of freedom.’’

The first times a new player hears this she might not understand the

significance of the yell, but as she continues working through the quests in

Westfall—there are six in The Defias Brotherhood chain alone before one

gets to the Deadmines—she will hear it again and again. When she finally

gives VanCleef ’s head to Gryan Stoutmantle, thus completing the quest, she

will hear him yell her name to all of Westfall. This repetition will be very dif-

ferent from the dozen other times she has heard the yell. The meaning of the

yell shifts completely because this time it tells her story.

In this way, the repetitions of World of Warcraft could be likened to those

rituals of our lives that have been honed through millennia: birth, coming-of-

age, weddings, anniversaries, and deaths are all marked in ritual ways. Being

present at the rituals of our friends and families prepares us for our own life

course. These rituals mark the most important events in our life stories, en-

abling us to make sense of our lives as stories and as meaningful wholes. Many

quests give players visible signs that they have been through that specific rite

of passage. For instance, a player who completes The Defias Brotherhood

quest chain may choose Chausses of Westfall (chain armor trousers suitable

for warriors), the Tunic of Westfall (suitable for classes who wear leather

armor, such as hunters), or the Staff of Westfall (suitable for magic users).

For characters of this level, these are fine items that other players will notice.

Most such items are ‘‘soul-bound,’’ meaning that they cannot be sold or given

away. The only way to receive these items is to complete the rite of passage of

a specific quest. Just as many of our traditional rituals have temporary or per-

manent visual signifiers, such as wearing a wedding band after the ritual of
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marriage, the quest rewards worn by a character tell other players something

about the character’s history, experience, and status.

Ritual repetition has in many ways always been the function of literature,

and of other narrative forms as well. Novels end in death or wedding bells,

repeating again and again the basic events that make up a human life. In

World of Warcraft the repetitions are simply that much more explicit.

Conclusion

These rhetorical figures of deferral and repetition are solutions to the problem

of how to construct a game played by many people at once that needs to ac-

commodate group play, solo play, and players who are at every possible point

in the game (from newbie to highly experienced, from level 1 to level 70)—in

the same game system and game world.

Might there be other solutions to this problem? Or will we find that repeti-

tion and deferral are the primary rhetorical figures for all MMOGs? It is at

least clear that the tropes of previous games cannot simply be transferred to

World of Warcraft. The quests of World of Warcraft are not like the puzzles of

Myst or of interactive fiction, and they are not built around the aporia and

epiphany Espen Aarseth identified as the primary tropes of hypertext fiction.

The seduction Ragnhild Tronstad found in the puzzle-quests of Tubmud is

related to the deferral of the quests in World of Warcraft, but the seduction,

if seduction there is, is of a very different nature.

A cynic could no doubt see repetition and deferral as major figures in

everyday Western lives and media. Judging by the popularity of World of War-

craft today, it at least seems fair to conclude that these patterns appeal to many

players.

Notes

1. Interactive fiction is a text-based adventure game genre that began with Will

Crowther’s Adventure in 1976 and blossomed throughout the 1980s. After graphical

home computer games made the genre unsuccessful commercially, interactive fiction

has developed as a noncommercial genre with a very active community of independent

authors and players (Montfort 2003). Early interactive fiction was a clear predecessor

of MUDs, the first multiuser online games of the early 1980s, and MUDs are an obvi-

ous predecessor of MMOGs.
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2. Diablo II supports multiplayer play, but Wibroe, Nygaard, and Andersen (2000)

were referring to an earlier version of the game, released in 1996.

3. If a player creates an additional character, the player can replay quests with the new

character. There are also some repeatable quests, particularly at higher levels where

some quests are repeated to gain reputation with a faction.
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