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LABYRINTH AND MAZE
Video Game Navigation Challenges
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Since Plutarch wrote about the myth of the Minotaur, 1 ah}mmhs angd mdles have
been visual motifs, both as architectiral spaces and as metaphors. Phy, C]Cﬂ“j lahy-
rinths and mazes are bounded spaces to be traversed; their main purpose isio delay
the walker as be goes from point A Lo point B. This delay ean be achieved by extend-
ing the distance between those two points, iracing mean dering paths or by anch;nw
thiese paths and forcing the walker to guess the correct one. Confusion akd dis-
orientation are alse ways to obstruct the path to the exit, Merap]mr'lmlly literary
labyrintlis and mazes thrive on just such confusion as well as on the impossibitity
of their Tepresentation — think, for example, of Borges' shott tale “La Biblioteca de
Pabel” (The Library of Bahel) (993, The video gamne, as a dlgual medium whose
basic properties include spatiality (survay fo07, p. 19, has also laken np the maze as
a common motif and added new properties o it. Most smmﬁoanﬂ), instead ofmsz,
recreating physical spaces, some games represent impos qbi{' spaces that untii re-
cently were only conceivable in literature,

In the gaming context, the general term for any ]‘mrjcéiie siructure is “laby-

riath®; this term refers to ail labyrinthine structures, Jm_h;dlng mazes, Theilterms
“labyrinth” and “maze” tend io be used interchangeably, even though Umberto Eco
(298¢, pp. 80-81) and Hermann Kern @og, 5. 25y have (svpdraleh) made a very useful
distinction between the two. The classic labyrinih is anicursal ~that is, it con a] sts of
one single winding path that folds within itself; the ]abwmth ‘in Charlres Calhc(h il
is the classic example of this type. Though walkers cannot get lost traversing such
a labyrinth, they are disorientated and delayed in the semmn“l} simple process of
going from one point to anoiher. Labyrinths do not pru;ent a test to their vigitors;
rather, they are a way to streteh the distance from one poim toanother. The abhsence
of a difficult task along with the existence of 2 unigue path, make fabyrintls an un-
productive straclure in video games. [fthere is only a single path the zame féels as
though it is “on rails” like a theme park ride; the user canrot chom)se;vhel e;lo zo.
Unicursal structures are thus scaree in video games. Even game‘b thal go “om rails,”
such as House of the Dead (1wor, offer branching paths (thnunh the player eannol
really getlost because all branches ev entually lead to the same place).

The maze is a special type of labyrinth that was born 'as a Hterary conbtruct
and later became a visual SPACE (Kern 2000, p,25). Mazes are more complex than clas-
sical labyrinths; they are multic ursal, meaning that there are many ways in which
they can be traversed. They are characterized by bran(hmg paths and dead ends
50 1hat the walker is forced to choose her direction. Video games favor maze strue-
lures since navigating them already constituies a c.hal]enge,fwhich can be furthey
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amplified by cbstacles along the path, such as enemies, chasms or projectiles. They
represenl a consistent architectural location, imitating a space that is in accordance
with our perception of the physical world. Games such as Holfensiein 30 qus or
Castlevania: Symphony of the Night (tovn present spaces that can e mapped and
traced as if they were real. These spaces are stable and unchangeable.

When dealing with mazes and labyrinths, one must also bear in mind the fact
that baving a complete view of the circuit is very different from being inside the
circuit. Solving a maze Trom a top-dowh view, as in Maze Craze des0), is relatively
easier than solving it while walking inside i, asin 3D Monster Maze (os2). Looking
in on the maze from above, the walker knows where she starts and where she is
suppasead 1o go and can preview the route she wanls to talke. From a first-person
point of view, on the other hand, the walker is forced to navigate in order fo learn
what the stractare of the space is and to make a mental mnap of it

The guintessential top-dovwn marze game is Pee-Man (1sa0), which presents a mul-
ricirsal structure, but one in which the player cannot get iost becanse she has a com-
plete view of the piaylield. The meandering paths are meant to delay and hinder the
movement from one spot on the screen te another. Conversely, in Pac-Man Vs, @oes;,
up to four players control the ghosts simultanecusty chasing Pac-Man i a 5D maze,
but they have a limited view of the space around them and do not have & map. i this
case, the playfield is more disovienling and feels more Hke the maze that it is.

The paths in video game labyrinths can also be dynamic. They can include, for
example, wails that open aud ciose so that timing becomes an important factor in
their navigalion. Lock " Chase (19an, for instance, is an interesting variation on the
Pac-Adan model: the player character is the famous thiefl Lupin, who must pick up
the treasures in.a maze without getting caughl. The doors play an impertant strate-
gic role, as the player can open and close them (for a limited lime) in order to stall

the policemen chasing him. Other interesting examples of dynamic mazes (though-

tliey are not usually referred to as such) are the popuiar Snake-type games, such
as Vibbles piauey. In Nibbles, the playver must move a snake around the sereen, pick-
ing up food and thereby elongating the snake’s body, The player must avoid hitling
wails — either those surrounding the playfield or those of the cbstacles that appear
in the middle of it ~ as well as the snake’s own body, whicl: becornes yet another
wall and one in constant motion, at that. Because the snake can only move forward,
not pull back, the player must be carcful not o end up in a cul-de-sac as a result of
thie snake’s meandering, since that would mean that the game is over. Video games
can challenge traditignal concepts of mazes by creating liminal spaces that seem
1o reproduce physical spaces but in fact incorporate ever-changing, ummappable
features. This topic has already been addressed by some philosophers, though not
in the context of video games. In addition te classical labyrinths aod multicursal
mazes, Kco proposed a third Lype of labyrinthine space: the rhizome. Based on
a concept {irst propesed by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Eco describes the
rhizome as & structure in which every point is interconnected with every other
point. Eco equates encyclopedias with labyrinths, which makes it &1l the more ap-
propriate thai the struciure of the Internet is often considered to be a rhizome. The
encyciopedic properties of video games as digital media (vray 1907, 585 also make it
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possible to integrate some of the qualities of the rhizome into the creation of digital
spaces that are unstable, untraceable and volatile. This variability ificreases the
chellenges of navigation, since the inherent confusion m;n_sed by navigating the
maze is combined with the confusion caused by cncr.numeri:n:g digital elements that
have no real-world equivaients.

At times, the complication can arise simply from a s&:émentc:d representation
of the whole space. This is the case, for instance, in the .ogr'iginal Prinee of Persia

(19063, in which finding the way out of the dungeon in the first level s made more
complex by having to traverse the space screen by screen. This fragmentation ean
also be exploited to creaie unmappalble spaces, which cons%i.itutc mazes in and of
themselves. The signpost maze in The Legend of Zelda: The Mmish Cap @oos) is one
siech maze, generated through the segmented represcntaﬁf_m of the. space. The
player must choose the correct exit to the next screen according to a given clue.
For example, the player goes left in the first screen, then rigl‘it, which does not take
her back to the previous screen, but is actually the next siep in the maze. If the
player chooses the wrong exis, the player character, Link, will end up back in the
first screen of the maze.

The challenge can also be increased by the possihility of creating spaces pro-
eeduraily, so that a map is created on the fly. This s, for Iexamp]e, the case in
Rogue o3y, inwhich the graphies are constructed with ASOH characters, and the
player discloses the space as she navigates. The dungeon I:I;Eap is generated anew
whenever a game siarts, increasing the replay value by offeﬁng petentially infinite
dungeon configurations. s

Labyrinths as ways of directing and delaying navigatibh and mazes as chal-
lenges to traverse are not only good assets for video game worlds, The properties of
digital media make them even more challenging by making the spaces they oceupy
dynamic, unstable and ever-changing or by propesing new épﬂtiai configurations
that players are not familiar with in the real world. :
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