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A Schema of Narration and Simulation in Brothers: A Tale of Two Sons 

By Kevin Wong 

The jolt and jostle of a mechanical bull, games such as Cities: Skylines and Flight 

Simulator, environments viewed through virtual reality displays: just a few examples of 

simulation’s ever-growing prevalence in today’s world. Simply put, simulation is all around us, 

and there seems to be some unique quality that draws us to it. Perhaps it's simulation's ability to 

displace a subject and provide it with a new environment or its ability to uncover and enable 

new experiences, even if by proxy. As Gonzalo Frasca puts it, “simulation can express 

messages in ways that narrative simply cannot” (225). And this distinction becomes clearer 

when explicating the role of simulation in various media. Brothers: A Tale of Two Sons, a 

videogame released in 2013, tells the story of two brothers who embark on an obstacle-filled 

quest to save their ailing father. If left at that, this description likely doesn’t galvanize one into 

binge-playing; it’s a narrative well-trodden across different media. But this description omits how 

Brothers repaints such a classic narrative. By utilizing inventive and complex controls that 

challenges physical and mental coordination, Brothers simulates certain aspects of its emotive 

story and can be schematized by a dynamic system of narrative and simulation. 

Gonzalo Frasca’s Simulation versus Narrative provides a good framework to discuss 

simulation’s role in videogames. First, Frasca claims that “traditional media are representational, 

not simulational” (223). This is a fairly benign claim, and one that generally holds true. 

Traditional forms of expression such as novels, journals, articles, and films (with possible 

exceptions like 3-D films) all represent certain ideas but don’t allow for influence or manipulation 

by the person viewing the material. Frasca would even say that my exception, 3-D films, does 

not qualify as simulation because “film sequences are fixed and unalterable” (224). 

Nevertheless, Frasca believes that because videogames are inherently simulational, they serve 

as a better (different) platform for certain types of expression compared to representational 
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media. Extrapolating from his point, the purpose of simulation is to allow the user tangible 

experience and agency in influencing an outcome.  

For this piece I’ll be looking at how Brothers fits into Frasca’s schema of simulation, but 

many other videogames should also reflect this model. Classified by most as an “adventure 

game,” Brothers already lends itself well to simulation as games in this genre are typically driven 

by “exploration and puzzle-solving” (Adventure). In particular the explorative nature of Bothers 

naturally provides the player with challenges to overcome. These challenges manifest in the 

form of puzzles that the player must solve in order to proceed on the journey. Imagine, 

hypothetically, if the narrative aspect of Brothers was turned into a novel or film. The work would 

still maintain narrative themes of exploration and journey, but it would lose the game’s ability to 

simulate an obstacle system. In other words, agency is stripped from the player as they are no 

longer able to influence decisions as a spectator. This is partly why adventure games, especially 

Brothers fit a model of simulation so well. The narrative of exploration parallels the simulation of 

obstacles. 

A game like Brothers even 

goes a step further and transforms 

traditionally narrative elements into 

simulative elements. One diegetic 

aspect of Brothers often praised is 

its inclusion of beautiful vignettes 

of coastal and pastoral life. The 

first instance of this can be seen in 

the menu screen where a vivid sunset is viewed from rocky cliffs over the sea. This scenic style 

continues into the game as pleasant visuals are included throughout. However, the game’s 

artists didn’t simply create these landscapes as background elements. The game includes 

benches scattered throughout the different chapters, and sitting down causes the camera to 

Brothers menu screen with scenic coastal imagery. 
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zoom out and show a new view. At first this ability seems insignificant. The option to sit down is 

nice, and the view is pretty, but after a few moments, most people move on with the game. In 

other words, it’s an 

inconsequential element added by 

the designers. However, I argue 

that this was a conscious inclusion 

that transforms a traditionally 

narrative element of expression 

into a simulative element. Recall 

Frasca’s definition of simulation—

that it “allows the player to perform actions that will modify the behavior of the system” (224). 

Brothers provides the player with agency over this particular situation: whether to view the 

landscape or not. The player is provided the ability to affect the system, in this case, the 

landscape. With this in mind, I claim that art is an analog to narrative media (in Frasca’s 

simulation versus narrative framework) in that it is a representation of ideas. If you accept my 

claim, then Brothers goes beyond simply structuring expression as simulation, but begins 

changing narrative elements into conditions the player has autonomy over. 

So far I’ve talked about simulation’s role within Brothers’ structure, but perhaps the 

game’s most acclaimed feature is its controls. As a quick aside, your experience with the 

game’s controls will vary greatly depending on which platform you play. Console (Xbox, 

PlayStation) controls tend to be easier than keyboard controls for most people. However, for this 

piece, I will be discussing keyboard controls on the PC version of the game. 

  Deceptively complicated and requiring relevant ergodic work, the game’s controls add a 

layer of complexity that would otherwise be untapped. Upon first glance, the controls of this 

game seem trivial: typical WASD movement for one brother, the arrow keys for the other, and 

each has a dedicated action key.  

Zoomed-out view after sitting down at a bench. 
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These controls draw upon an elementary level of ludic phronesis and should be rather trivial 

(even for those new to these controls, they’re quite simple and intuitive). The complexity, 

however, lies in the simultaneous control of two characters. As sad as that sounds—that WASD, 

arrows, and two other keys could be challenging, even for experienced gamers—it’s true. 

Certain elements and mechanics of the game emphasize this challenge, such as the constantly 

changing camera angle that forces constant directional input changes for both characters. 

Additionally, the game contains puzzles such as jumps and rope swings that rely on timing 

between the movements of the 

two brothers. Even if you don’t 

find the controls necessarily 

“challenging,” there’s never 

really a point where the 

movements and interactions of 

the two characters become 

trivial.  

The typical hand layout when playing with a keyboard. 

One rope swing obstacle found in Chapter 4. 
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Bringing simulation back into the discussion, it’s interesting to look at how the controls of 

Brothers enhances the idea of this game as simulation. The simulation that Frasca describes is 

rooted in systems of expression. But what if games can provide another, even more literal form 

of simulation? I mentioned earlier how the simulation of obstacles parallels with the narrative of 

exploration. By designing a control 

system that challenges coordination and 

dexterity, Brothers adds yet another 

parallel: the challenge of control which is 

also a form of simulation in and of itself. 

To better visualize this, I’ll use the 

metaphor of a cake. On the bottom layer 

is the game’s narrative aspect: two 

brothers on a journey to save their ailing 

father. The next layer is the (basic) 

simulation aspect: autonomously solving 

puzzles and bypassing obstacles. This 

layer is more of a mental affair where players can displace, envision, and act as themselves 

through the characters in the game realm. The last layer is the literal simulation aspect: where 

players navigate the obstacle of game controls to move forward in the game. This is a top-down 

model where the top layer of simulation controls the efficacy and efficiency of the second layer 

of simulation, and the second layer controls what narrative is ultimately delivered to the player.  

This top layer is particularly interesting since it deviates from the design of many other 

games. Often modern videogames are designed to make hand movements on the controlling 

interface as smooth and efficient as possible with ergonomics and dynamics in mind. Brothers 

does the exact opposite. It turns a traditionally non-diegetic component (controller/keyboard) 

Schematization of the narrative and simulative elements in Brothers 
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into a part of the game. When a player constantly and consistently is conscious of their 

controller while playing, I argue that it has become a diegetic part of the expressive game.   

Taking a step back, I’d like to revisit Frasca and his claim that simulation has some 

advantages over representation. While there’s truth in that statement, not all videogames are 

able to fully utilize the advantages he talks about. Brothers is a solid example of one that does, 

but other genres such as “walking simulators” might have more difficulty. Take Dear Esther, for 

example. A quick glance at Steam reviews shows people’s skepticism with its classification as a 

game. Granted, these reviews aren’t always the most substantive, but perhaps this sentiment 

holds some merit. With a quick eye test, Dear Esther lacks many traditional game elements 

such as a high level of explicit interactivity between the game and player. The game feels like 

an audiobook in 

many regards, and 

the only real input 

required of the 

player is moving 

forward within the 

diegetic space. 

However, to say 

Dear Esther doesn’t 

qualify as a game solely based on this would be near-sighted. I argue that Dear Esther enlists a 

high amount of both cognitive and beyond-the-object interactivity through its inclusion of diegetic 

elements such as technical and biblical references. If you accept my claim that the diegetic 

elements of Dear Esther support interactivity, then we can attribute this augmented iteration of 

expression to the simulation of game. If not, then perhaps simulation doesn’t significantly 

supplement narration for this particular genre.  

Self-proclaimed “walking simulator” game, Dear Esther 
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My language in this piece might imply a belief that videogames are either narrative or 

simulative. I hope that’s not the case. I think that particular schema is quite reductive and only 

makes sense without a more nuanced approach to analysis. Although I have been focusing on 

simulation’s role in games, narration and simulation is definitely a false dichotomy. Recall the 

most basic elements of narration: plot, setting, characterization, etc.… All of these are explicitly 

narrative elements in Brothers; although they’re presented diegetically, the player has no 

influence over these elements. In terms of plot, the opening scene clearly outlines the purpose 

of the brothers’ journey and story details are intertwined throughout the game. The setting is 

quite obvious and changes based on which chapter you’re in. And characters within the story 

are predisposed to excel at certain tasks and struggle with others; for example, the little brother 

is great at communication and agility while the older brother boasts strength and leadership. 

These elements of narrative are independent from user control and are properties of the game. 

And even though I’ve heavily focused on simulation in Brothers, I believe narration holds a 

significance within the game as well and have even dedicated one part of my layered model to 

it.  

Simulation has been around for a long time, and now with the current interest in virtual 

reality, it’s at the forefront of today’s technological culture. Conscious efforts to incorporate 

some level of simulation has been made across all media. The prevalence of 3-D films, the 

Hyperrealism art movement (the modern advancement of Photorealism), and a constant strive 

for more “realistic” games are all evidence of that. Frasca’s distinction between simulation and 

narrative serves as a good starting point when discussing how both can fit within the game 

space. When people talk about what differentiates videogames from other forms of artistic 

expression, many point to the medium’s ability to receive meaningful input from the subject. This 

is exactly what Frasca talks about when he says that videogames are a structure for simulation 

as narrative is a structure for representation.  
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Never before have I seen a videogame that structures simulation the way Brothers does. 

Analyzing the narrative and simulative aspects of a particular game uncovers interactions and 

systems between the two. In the case of Brothers, its three-layered relationship of narrative, 

simulation, and literal simulation is what truly makes it a treat to play.  
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