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“A Chosen One of Many Isn’t New”: The Tale of the Bard


The computer has increasingly been pointed to as a site through which our culture can tell its stories.  Computer role-playing games (RPGs) have provided a place where these stories can be told.  In these games, a player steps into the shoes of a character and is immersed into a new, fictive world.  The stories of many RPGs involve heroic quests similar to stories that have been passed down through hundreds of generations.  Games may be the newest form of telling our culture’s stories, but the basic narratives of many games are still rooted in a tradition of heroes and the duality of good and evil.  


Despite some minor variations, hero mythology remains consistent across all cultures. As philosopher Joseph Campbell explains, “The usual hero adventure begins with someone from whom something has been taken, or who feels there’s something lacking in the normal experiences available … This person then takes off on a series of adventures beyond the ordinary, either to recover what has been lost or to discover some life-giving elixir” (123).  This same pattern can be seen in games involving heroes.  The game Zelda, for example, involves the hero Link venturing out to recover the Princess Zelda from the enemy Ganondorf.  In the process, he fights off Ganondorf’s evils in an attempt to bring peace back to Hyrule. While other role-playing games may not follow this strategy verbatim, most role-playing games put the player into the role of a traditional hero who continues through the fictive world battling evil forces until he or she (but usually he) discovers what he has been searching for, at which point evil temporarily subsides.  

These conventions have created a certain staleness in the RPG genre, causing many hardcore gamers to often skip by storylines entirely. According to Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, authors of Rules of Play, “Their long experiences with the codes and conventions of games—with stories, settings, events, and characters—has replaced the need for an external description of these worlds” (411).  If these storylines have ceased to be meaningful to players, old hero conventions must be altered in order to advance computer games as a new mode of narrative. 


Brain Fargo, creator of the recent game entitled The Bard’s Tale, comments on the problem of typical one-dimensioned game heroes. “You're always trying to save the universe, there's no reason why, your character never questions anything,” he says. “What motivates anyone to do anything? There's really no rhyme or reason to anything, no dimension to any of the characters, especially the main character” (Turner).  In response to his own complaints, Fargo designed the tongue-in-cheek game The Bard’s Tale. Initially, The Bard’s Tale appears to be similar to traditional role-playing games.  The player starts the game and is asked to assign attributes to the male main character, “The Bard.”  While basic gameplay remains quite similar to other games, the humorous narrative of The Bard’s Tale questions RPG conventions and plays with our assumptions of good and evil.  By providing a critique of traditional role-playing game clichés, The Bard's Tale also functions as a critique of traditional narrative mythology (i.e. the brave and valiant hero and the helpless princess) and provides a new, more enjoyable approach to game characters and narratives.

On the surface, much of the humor in Bard’s Tale is a direct critique of traditional role-playing games.  The very first quest of the game illustrates its self-effacing humor.  The buxom barkeep Mary complains of a rat in a cellar and wants the Bard to take care of it.  He goes downstairs, kills a small rat and “Quest Complete” flashes upon the screen while the narrator talks about how valiant and heroic the Bard is.  Yet, before the narrator can finish, a huge rat spewing flame from its mouth sets the Bard on fire and the Bard must run upstairs to be drenched and laughed at by the amused customers.


These initial jabs at traditional game conventions serve to open players’ eyes to the larger critiques at stake.  “When a game enacts cultural resistance, the seamless transition between the space inside and outside the game is interrupted,” according to Rules of Play. “Players are made aware of aspects of the game which usually pass unnoticed” (564).  In my own experience playing the game, the initial humor of Bard’s Tale immediately made me pay more attention to the rest of the game.  As soon as I realized this game wouldn’t be the usual RPG fare, I listened to all the dialogue intently; I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss something entertaining.  Much of the Bard’s Tale’s humor and critique is aimed directly at RPG conventions themselves, but the humor draws attention to the overarching cultural issues at play as well. 

The interaction system of the game serves as one of the first critiques of other RPG systems.  After the Bard successfully kills the giant rat, Mary thanks the Bard and the player is given the interaction choice of responding “nice” or “snarky.”  If he answers nicely, she thinks he is being a typical full-of-himself hero and puts him in the worst room.  If he answers snarky, she claims she loves a man with a fast tongue and he gets to share her room for the night.  IGN reviewer Hilary Goldstien comments that Bard’s Tale avoids “falling into the trap of most RPGs, where different dialogue choices lead to the same events irregardless” (Goldstien 1).  As evidenced by the first interaction, there are consequences to answering in a specific way.  Though it is a simplified response system, there is more reality to a system like this than one in which the responses don’t affect the outcome of the game.  Because different characters respond differently to the alternate attitudes, there is a sense of depth to the narrative of the game.  Unlike the predictable hero myth, the player cannot know exactly how his or her actions will affect the narrative of the game.  In this way, the game succeeds as a more enjoyable story because there is a sense of surprise similar to a “page-turner” novel. 

There is also a sense of enjoyment in the fact that The Bard’s Tale tackles the hero myth head-on.  Throughout the game, the Bard encounters young boys who claim to be “Chosen Ones.”  They each think that they have been specially selected to go off and fight evil to save the world.  Seeing the ridiculousness of this idea, he continually asks them why they do it, but not one of the young lads can come up with anything much better than the foolhardy notion that he is the “Chosen One” and so he must. The Bard’s questions often lead the boys into thinking they have to prove themselves, but they always end up dying in the process.  Following these unsurprising deaths, a group of three trow (orc/alien-like creatures) start singing a song entitled, “It’s Bad Luck to be You,” claiming “a chosen one of many isn’t new!” and also “There seems to be too many/ I don’t really think there’s any” (Grieder).  The song points out the reality of death that is often absent in traditional hero stories, while also dismissing the idea of any sort of “Chosen One” exists in the first place.
The Bard himself is far from the traditional “Chosen One” of other role-playing games.  He makes it no secret that his priorities are “Women, wine, and song, in that order” (The Bard’s Tale).  Unlike the “Chosen Ones” who try and do great deeds for fame and glory, the Bard takes joys in the simple pleasures of life.  He has no desire to save the world unless it means that he gets something out of it.  He isn’t exactly evil; he isn’t malicious and he doesn’t go out of his way to intentionally hurt anyone.  But he is far too selfish to be considered a traditional “good guy.” In many senses, he embodies the typical anti-hero, a flawed character who lacks the courage or idealism that we normally associate with heroes.  Despite his self-centeredness, the Bard is a refreshing departure from traditional game heroes.  After encountering the boys who think they are the “Chosen Ones,” the audience has a much easier time identifying the Bard as the more believable and more likeable character.  More people can identify with his more pragmatic approach to the world than with a stoic hero’s valiancy.  The Bard may not have great moral virtues, but he approaches life with an irreverent ardor that traditional game heroes sorely lack. 

Because he is not the traditional hero, however, the Bard is never treated like one by the local towns. In fact, his “heroic” deeds bring him trouble more often than accolades. At one point in the game, the Bard must retrieve a bell off a wild horse that a local farmer wants killed anyway.  The Bard agrees and kills the horse; the farmer is very relieved and thanks the Bard profusely.  Even though he thought he was doing the right thing, by killing the horse in a sacred circle, the Bard ended up releasing an evil demon-horse called the Nukelavee.  Later in the game, he encounters drunks who sing another song about him.  One of the many stanzas goes, “Nukelavee! Oh Nukelavee/ The terror you offer is high class/ Who could it be who set you free?/ He really must be a dumbass” (Grieder).  As the saying goes, “The road to hell is paved with good intentions,” and so it is with the Bard.  Even though he does something with the best intentions, he can’t foresee the consequences nor anticipate the negative town reaction.  Unlike a traditional hero who would be revered and thanked profusely by the village, the Bard just can’t win.  He faces the more realistic situation of never being able to please everyone all the time.  

In accordance with RPG tradition, The Bard’s Tale also features a princess that the Bard must save.  Throughout the game, she appears to be a typical helpless princess, begging the Bard to help her and offering him great rewards should he save her.  Salen and Zimmerman explore the role of the helpless female in other games.  They state, “Smurfette in Smurf Rescue and Princess Toadstool in Super Mario were merely damsels in distress, helpless females waiting to be rescued at the end of the final level.  These characters are synonymous with the end of the game, acting as passive objects of desire, the carrot held out to entice the player to finish” (524).  For the amorous Bard, Princess Caleigh is definitely an object of desire.  The sexual and monetary rewards she promises are the one thing that keeps the Bard trudging along in his journey. 


After trudging through three multi-story towers (“Why isn’t anyone every held on ground level anymore?!?”), the Bard finally reaches the place where the princess is being held captive.  The angry monk who has been enclosing her immediately chides the Bard, “You are such a fool Bard!” When the Bard voices his confusion, the monk Flonnaoch continues, “My duty is to stop any man who threatens to release evil upon the land.  And you are that man!”  According to him, Caleigh is actually the Queen of Darkness and the three guards that the Bard fought off from the three towers were actually guards put in place to keep Caleigh from releasing her evils onto the world, as he explains.  Caleigh continues to plead with the Bard not to believe him, but the Bard is not quite sure what to think.  Soon, the player is given the choice of choosing to believe Caleigh or Flonnaoch.  The player also has the choice to walk away. 


As it turns out, no matter what option you choose, the player finds out that Caleigh is indeed the Queen of Darkness.  The “helpless” princess has actually been using the myth of the helpless princess to achieve her aims.  She plays on both the Bard and the player’s assumptions about the helpless female character and proves that appearances can be deceiving.

This significant plot twist also calls into questions our assumptions of what is good and what is evil.  Just because the monks are put in front of the Bard to kill, players automatically assume that they must be evil, according to gaming conventions.  We never question the morality of the game; we usually assume the hero and the princess are always the good guys and their enemies are always the “bad guys.”  This game illuminates how easy it is for us to make assumptions based on the context in which we approach a situation.  Rather than evaluating the situation from all sides or seeking out any honest truth of the matter, most of us are quick to jump to conclusions and are willing to act on those conclusions. 

Despite the ultimate discovery of Caleigh’s deceit, each of the Bard’s three choices leads to a different ending. If the Bard chooses to believe Caleigh, he must first fight Flonnaoch.  After the fight, Caleigh transforms into her “evil” form and takes the Bard with her in her large arms. The Bard happily consents, “Every woman I’ve ever been involved with has turned out to be the woman from Hell.  Now that I actually have the real one, it could be fun!”  The narrator ends the story, “And so the Bard had everything his heart had ever desired… at the expense of the rest of the world.”  A similar scenario unfolds if the Bard chooses the neither option.  He lets Caleigh and Flonnach sort it out among themselves and just turns his back on making a choice, chiding them both, “You two have serious control issues.”  The game ends with the Bard back at the bar, just hanging with the cool “undead” who continue to roam the world since he decided to not do anything.  Unlike the traditional hero, the Bard has no moral obligation to the rest of the world.  As he sums up in the “no-choice” ending, his motto is “I choose me.”  In these two situations, he does what is best for himself and feels absolutely no guilt.  He doesn’t think it’s up to him to save or destroy the world; he’d happily leave both those jobs in somebody else’s hands. 


If the Bard chooses to believe Flonnaoch, he must fight Caliegh in Hell in order to get out of the tower.  Once he is successful, the monk thanks him and assures him that the dead will return to their graves.  Even though this choice would appear to be the correct “moral” choice for the valiant hero, the Bard really doesn’t care and says, “Just show me the way out of this damn tower!”  The narrator commences the ending movie, stating, “So the Bard returns, the promise of love and riches lost.  Under the weight of such trials, most men would emerge changed, for better or for worse.  But for the Bard, things ended the same as they began.”  Exactly like the opening scene, the Bard summons his rat to scare the local women in the pub.  Unlike the traditional hero, who is supposed to emerge transformed and bettered from the experience, the Bard just takes it in stride and returns to the routine of his life. 


All three ending options are an equally satisfied ending for the Bard; there is no “correct” ending.  In this sense, the game serves a step forward in the replay aspect of games that is not inherent in traditional narrative.  As Janet Murray describes, “A replay story world allows the interactor to experience all the possibilities of a moment, without privileging any one of them as the single choice” (Murray 7).  Since the Bard doesn’t really care about the state of the world as long as he ends up alive, he ends up happily ever after no matter what happens.  He doesn’t need to go through any transformative process that typical heroes must undergo.  Unlike a normal hero, the Bard can find happiness in his everyday existence.  While his selfishness may appear to be an undesirable trait, it ends up getting him what makes him happy in life.  In this sense, his selfishness can be construed as him being true to himself, a heroic quality in and of itself. He doesn’t need to be a traditional “hero” to feel that his existence is validated.  Though he may not be the most wholesome of characters, the Bard is a more human hero than many of the heroes of past games; he has flaws, emotions, and a unique personality. 


The Bard’s Tale goes against everything that a heroic quest is supposed to be, defying traditional narrative and game conventions in the process.  Developer Ernest W. Adams admits the gaming industry’s obsession with the Joseph Campbell “monomyth” and explores how it limits game stories.  He says, “The heroic quest is ideally suited as a narrative structure for a video game. It concentrates on a single person, and his interaction with others; it’s about challenge, and struggle, and overcoming obstacles. But the heroic quest is a very limited form of literature.”  Adams goes on to say that the traditional heroic quest permits stories like Beowulf and Lord of the Rings to be told in a game format, but stories as complex as The Grapes of Wrath or the works of Dickens have not yet been explored by the industry.  

By playing with the traditional gaming “monomyth,” The Bard’s Tale begins to break down the heroic stereotypes and pave the way for a richer playing experience.  Though it is only one step in the process, breaking away from the traditional hero mythology will allow other games to explore more intricate storylines that keep even hard-core gamers interested.  Our rapidly evolving culture may still need its heroes, but games like The Bard’s Tale will keep exploring and expanding the idea of what it means to be a hero in today’s complex world. 
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