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ABSTRACT 

 

While the topics of Brutalism, world building and dystopias have been researched independently, they 

have yet to be analysed merged in the form of a video game. In 2019 Remedy Entertainment published 

their newest game, Control. The dystopian narrative and strong emphasis on architectural world 

building arguably crowns this game the culmination of the aforementioned themes. Befittingly, Control 

serves as the main subject matter of this research, where the main question ‘How does Control use 

Brutalism to build a dystopian virtual world?’ Is answered through an inductive methodological 

approach of qualitative directed content analysis strongly guided by existing theory, to examine a 

multilateral data sample comprised of game reviews, gameplay footage and media interviews with 

Control’s developers. Three general themes were identified as all-encompassing overarching themes 

relevant to the research question; world building & architecture, science fiction & dystopias and 

mechanics & technology. By way of thorough analysis of the findings it was uncovered that to build a 

dystopian virtual world, Control makes use of a combination of firstly, Brutalist architecture for its 

aesthetic and narrative qualities to enhance storytelling and immersivity. Secondly, dystopian science 

fiction elements visualised through a mixture of observable and narrative paranormal events, implicit 

references to dystopian pop culture and dehumanising architecture. And thirdly, in ways augmenting 

aforementioned aspects, an incorporation of game mechanics such as a forced third person view, 

complicated interactive map design and realism-enhancing ray tracing technology. Concludingly, in 

terms of theoretical implications, this study’s findings simultaneously subscribe to and contest existing 

theories on the topics. They demonstrate studied concepts being employed in unison in the Brutalist 

construction of the Dystopian world of Control, however also highlight a lack of focus on the role 

gameplay mechanics play within the context of architectural world building. Finally, limitations relating 

to the qualitative approach of this research are discussed and possible future research suggestions are 

provided. Topics of interest include the resurgence of Brutalism’s popularity in relation to modern 

media such as photo sharing platform Instagram, players’ awareness and interpretation of architecture 

in games, and lastly, an exploration of possible demand for a novel form of video game where the 

virtual space itself serves as the main experience. 
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1. Introduction 

Over the past decade the architectural style known as Brutalism has demonstrated a 

surge in popularity as evidenced by statements from Mould (2016), Saval (2016) and Blanthorn 

(2018). At least in part fuelled by the evolution of social media, as described by Henley (2017), 

this dystopian style of architecture has ultimately found its way into the realm of video games 

with the introduction of Remedy Entertainmentôs Control (2019). Me having heritage in what 

is arguably the Brutalist capital of the world, Belgrade, together with a personal interest in 

Brutalist architecture and its links to dystopias in popular culture (Avgitidou, 2008; Saval, 

2016), and being a lifelong gamer served as primary motivators in my pursuit to answer the 

question óHow does Control use Brutalism to build a dystopian virtual world?.ô To fully answer 

this qualitative question, an understanding of several underlying topics was essential. Firstly, 

what role does architecture play in the process of building virtual video game worlds in terms 

of aesthetic, narrative and immersive capabilities? Secondly, what are characteristics of the 

architectural style of Brutalism and what are its links to the science fiction genre known as the 

dystopia? And thirdly, how has architecture been portrayed in video games historically and 

what role do technological advancements play in their relationship? 

 

1.1 Relevance 

World building as a concept central to this research can be considered regarding many 

forms of storytelling; be they books, movies or video games. Totten (2019) summarises world 

building in video games as finding connections between narrative development, cultural ideas 

and usable game space. World building isnôt limited to the aesthetics of a level, but rather 

encompasses worlds, geographies and cultures. World building also relates directly to the 

developer, who as Wolf (2012) states, has to consciously consider the various decisions that go 

into creating a world, think of the materials, but also the philosophical aspect of how you portray 

a world. What role does architecture play in this process? 

 Game developers around the world could take inspiration from an approach to world 

building that involves architecture and employs it to construct immersive virtual worlds. 

Realising the value of realistic architectural representation in world building, which as Götz 

(2017) argues is already happening increasingly, can also open new doors for cooperation 

between architectural bureaus and game studios. Interestingly, one member of the development 
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team behind Control has a background in architecture, illustrating the converging nature of the 

fields. 

Another noteworthy concept is the architectural style known as Brutalism. It is 

described by Mould (2016) as an architectural ethics, which is about the power of the image. 

This is established through transparent visualisation of buildingsô structures and the use of raw 

materials as they are found. Brutalism etymologically originates from the French words Béton 

Brut, meaning raw concrete. Brutalism is often used prominently in dystopian storytelling for 

its cultural ties to governmental buildings. Examples of Brutalist dystopias in popular culture 

include, but are not limited to, Sleeper (Woody Allen, 1973), Blade Runner 2049 (Denis 

Villeneuve, 2017) and Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb 

(Stanley Kubrick, 1964) There seems to be not only an aesthetic value to the use of Brutalism 

but also a narrative one, which is explored throughout this research. 

Related to Brutalism is the concept of the Dystopia, an undesirable fictional future 

society. As Schelde (1993) shows, this theme is often used in science fiction, a genre where 

world building is fundamental (Zaidi, 2019). Controlôs story takes place in an imaginary 

society, dystopian by virtue of its totalitarian government and otherworldly quandaries. The 

building central to the game is dubbed óThe Oldest Houseô and is based off  the existing Brutalist 

skyscraper 33 Thomas Street in New York City. This building houses the Federal Bureau of 

Control, seemingly referencing the eerily generic names such as óthe ministry of loveô found in 

Orwellôs (1949) dystopian story of Nineteen Eighty-Four.  

Also valuable is getting an understanding of architecture in video games historically in 

order to understand the context of Control in todayôs time. An observation by Götz (2017) is 

how only in 1992 a connection between plot and spatial context in games was first made. Using 

spatial context and the virtual world inside the game as part of the plot and not just for its 

aesthetic qualities is something Control too makes use of. Historically, the ability for three 

dimensional movement has been significant in advancing the convergence of architecture and 

video games. Thus, analysing the history of the relationship between architecture and video 

games allows for a better understanding of the gameplay mechanics inside Control and the 

technological advancements that have led us to this point. 

Another key question is why are video games a medium worthy of study? While having 

been described as a medium of entertainment and education by McLaughlin (1997) as early as 

1997, Bogost (2011) additionally claims we can understand a mediumôs relevance by measuring 
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its variety in the things it does. He argues that video games are a medium that lets us play a role 

within the constraints of a model world, concurrently an unprecedented medium in its 

complexity. Where in more traditional forms of digital media a set story is presented to an 

audience and the main interaction taking place is that of the audience interpreting and making 

sense of the information presented to them, in video games interactivity is vital. Audiences 

simultaneously interpret, but also interact with and in some cases even have an impact on worlds 

inside the games they play. In this sense, video games as a medium transcend films, books and 

the like, demonstrating the value of studying them to understand how fictional worlds are built. 

Understanding how video games use realistic architecture to build a dystopian virtual 

world hasnôt been studied widely. While each aspect has been looked at individually, Brutalism 

in relation to dystopias and architecture in video games, the two have yet to be researched 

brought together in the form of a video game. This study sits neatly in this vacuum and might 

inspire further research on the topic. Increased use of more detailed architecture is the next step 

for the game industry in their endeavours of recreating reality as accurately as possible (Götz, 

2017). Insight into the (in popularity resurging) architectural style of Brutalism and how it can 

be used to portray a dystopian society, can serve as valuable knowledge for world building 

game developers in their pursuit of creating immersive fictional worlds. 

 

1.2 Research Outline 

 This research aims to answer a qualitative question, in essence it seeks to comprehend 

Controlôs approach to world building. Essential in any study exploring such a multidisciplinary 

concept is a comprehensive analysis of relevant literature. Chapter 2 discusses and relates to 

each other existing theories on topics pertinent to the concepts of world building & architecture, 

Brutalism & science fiction/dystopias and architecture & video games historically. Flowing 

from the theoretical framework, chapter 3 describes and justifies the employed methodological 

approach of directed content analysis of visual and textual data. Building on the multilateral 

sample, chapter 4 illustrates the conducted analysis of game reviews, media interviews and 

gameplay footage. Uncovering evidence of theories from chapter 2 being visibly or latently 

applied in-game, reviewers summarising their experiences playing Control and the developers 

discussing their inspirations when designing the game, chapter 4 not only visually displays its 

findings, it also relates them to one another theoretically. Lastly, concluding this research, 

chapter 5 considers the theoretical implications of this studyôs findings and illustrates any 
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encountered limitations, closing with suggestions for possibly interesting research topics related 

to world building, brutalism and the video games as a medium. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2. Theoretical Framework 

 In this chapter an overview is given of existing literature on concepts relevant to this 

research. Theories on Brutalism, world building, architecture and ideology, science fiction and 

dystopias and technological advancements in the field of video games are critically analysed 

and discussed. Due to a lack of research combining these subjects, the mixture of theories 

stemming from existing work from these separate fields was deemed necessary to properly 

understand the main research question óHow does Control use Brutalism to build a dystopian 

virtual world?ô The combination of theories outlined in this chapter served as a theoretical guide 

that led the methodology and analysis of this research. 

 

2.1 World building & Architecture 

A concept present in any form of media dealing with storytelling, be they books, films 

or video games, is that of world building. The term was reportedly first mentioned in the 

Edinburgh Review in 1820, and subsequently also used by Eddington (1920) to describe the 

process of imagining hypothetical worlds with differing physical laws. This shows one of world 

buildingôs uses, it allows for us to reflect on the world surrounding us, without being bound by 

its physical laws. Roine (2016) in fact argues that world building as a concept is one of the 

elements that defines the genre of speculative fiction. World building goes beyond merely 

creating fictional worlds, it also serves as a tool for rhetorical and communicative practices such 

as introducing ideas or thought experiments to an audience.  

 World building as a concept lies at the base of the construction of both the narrative and 

the óphysicalô world in video games, as argued by Jenkins and Squire (2002). Architecture in 

video games is used as a tool for creating stories through its óphysicalô properties, guiding 

players in certain ways, or priming them to scan environments for combative advantages. If a 

game tells a story, it does so through its organisation of architectural, spatial characteristics. 

Additionally, architecture is part of the materialisation of a virtual world that a player can 

observe and move through. The architecture in a virtual world both serves the story it tells, 

creating a virtual space to be moved through, while also existing for a reason; namely the 

narrative used to build the world demands that style of architecture aesthetically.  

 As McMahan (2009) describes, the process of a player being caught up in the world of 

a gameôs story can be classified as immersion. Omeragiĺ (2019) outlines that essential in 

immersing any player is interactivity, the player has to be able to not only traverse a virtual 
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world, but also alter it in one way or another. This idea relates to the ostensibly constant strive 

of game developers to recreate the real world as accurately as possible (Götz, 2017), in the 

sense that architectural realism implies possibility for interaction between building and player. 

Change of light, texture, movement and even observable physical impact on buildings are all 

part of the immersive process of navigating through an architecturally precise virtual world. As 

mentioned earlier, world building often serves the purpose of creating a world similar to ours, 

however unconstrained by specific physical laws. Architecture then plays a significant part in 

immersing the player through its realism, counterbalancing possible óshocksô players might 

encounter in surreal aspects of a gameôs story. As Juul (2011) mentions, rules and fiction are 

attractive for opposite reasons. Games are a culmination of these two, creating fictional worlds 

that are often subject to liberal interpretation of the player, yet bound by rules, both in the mind 

of the player and by design within the game. It appears people want the freedoms fiction affords 

them, while still having to comply with certain laws. Architecture, being a human construction, 

is naturally bound by rules, and Götz (2017) even contends that a combination of artificial 

limitations on reality and a retention of reality is a recipe for success in games. Interestingly, 

he states that architecture in the real world relies on physics to function, in part limiting creative 

freedom of the architect, whereas architecture in video games is not hampered by physical 

limitations. More Readily it suffers from creative restrictions game developers might have, as 

well as the suspension of disbelief of audiences, which as Omeragiĺ (2019) argues, is to always 

be taken into account when attempting to immerse an audience in a fictional world. One way 

in which architecture can be helpful in suspending disbelief however, is by eliciting familiarity 

with the real world from players, as argued for by Adams (2003).  

 Touching on both the narrative aspect of world building and ways in which architecture 

is employed to enhance stories, Adams (2003) mentions how in-game architecture can make 

reference to real-world architectural styles through its depictions, making use of the underlying 

ideologies and emotions evoked by those architectural styles. Buildings arenôt only functional, 

rather they are an artwork expressing the thoughts and feelings of their creators. Bonner (2014) 

also outlines how architecture as a symbolic art not capable of defining itself necessitates 

interaction and interpretation from its users, which results in video game architecture being 

classified as narrative architecture. Speaking on ties between space and emotions, Yi-Fu Tuan 

(1977) explains how emotional ties to places transcend physical boundaries and also apply to 

conceptual spaces. Theoretically, this translates to the conceptual spaces known as video game 

worlds, where portrayed (architectural) spaces such as Controlôs Oldest House retain their 
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ability of conjuring emotion. Similarly, Lukasz Stanek (2011) cites Henri Lefebvre who 

mentioned how a series of models, drawings and collages of a non-existent city were able to 

evoke emotional impact in people, further adding to the idea that this capacity translates to 

video game architecture. 

 Looking at the substantial literature on world building, architecture, video games and 

the combination of the three, it becomes apparent that in the practise of creating a virtual world, 

both in narrative and in aesthetic form, architecture can serve simultaneously as a tool for 

enhancing storytelling through its links to ideologies and associative qualities in the real world, 

as well as augmenting the aesthetics of the virtual world through its outwards appearance. It is 

more than simply an aesthetic backdrop, architecture also facilitates immersion of players in 

the story of the game being played by providing a balance to the interplay of rules and fiction, 

while also maintaining the capacity to be acted upon in an interactive manner by players. 

 

2.2 Brutalism & Science fiction/Dystopias 

 The style of architecture known as Brutalism is believed to have begun in the middle of 

the 20th century as stated by Banham (2011). A deviation of the previously prevalent óNew 

Humanismô, Brutalism substituted brickwork, arches and picturesque details with concrete, 

visible structure and flat roofs (see figure 1). Brutalism as defined by Banham consists of three 

points: ñ1, Memorability as an Image; 2, Clear Exhibition of Structure; and 3, Valuation of 

Materials ñas found.òò (pp. 27-28). The memorability as an image in this case is regarded as 

that which affects the emotions. The materials as found are essentially materials in their raw 

forms, often being raw concrete. 

 

Figure 1 Boston City Hall. Concrete, visible structure and flat roof (Utile, 2018) 
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 As Humphrey (2005) argues, ideology isnôt relinquished to merely exist in its linguistic 

form, rather it appears in material structures as well. She describes how while ideologies can 

take on material forms, material artefacts are not divorceable from their social relations either. 

Architecture and its meanings are interconnected. Architecture has the potential to elicit 

emotions from its users, while also being the product of the ideologies of its time. Brutalism as 

a style has strong links to Marxist materialism and a general humble and ófor the peopleô attitude 

in its application intended for every social class, further supported by its inexpensive, long 

lasting and rigid materials as described by Grindrod (2018). It is also often seen used in 

hospitals, universities and perhaps most interestingly, government buildings as mentioned by 

Mazer (2017). He argues this is logical considering the emphasis on utility in healthcare, which 

seemingly perfectly translates to Brutalist architecture. Humble in its materials, yet imposing 

in its stature, while also being durable in terms of its structural integrity, Brutalism perfectly 

lent itself as the go-to style for government buildings. (Grindrod, 2018). 

 Government buildings serve as a great stepping stone into the science fiction genre 

known as the Dystopia. First; what is science fiction? As Fitting (2010) mentions, there is still 

no generally agreed upon delineation of the genre óScience Fictionô. A workable definition 

distinguishing science fiction from other works of fiction, is the term provided by Darko Suvin 

(1979), who describes it as the literature of cognitive estrangement. This definition goes beyond 

the futuristic technology-centric form that science fiction stories often take on and calls for a 

more introspective understanding of the genre due to its habitual portrayal of fictional universes 

that trigger cognitive estrangement within the human mind. Contrastingly universally accepted 

definitions of subgenres within science fiction are those of the utopia and the dystopia. Both of 

these concepts entail the portrayal of a non-existent society described in considerable detail as 

Fitting (2010) mentions, utopia being the positive variant, e.g. a society generally deemed 

desirable, and the dystopia being the opposite; negative and unwanted.  

 What then, if any, is the link between an architectural style, namely Brutalism, with a 

genre of science fiction, the dystopia? Gerhard (2010) outlines how a key theme prevalent in 

dystopian fiction is that of totalitarian control of governments over their citizens. Examples 

include, amongst many other pieces of popular culture; Orwellôs Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), 

Gilliamôs Brazil (1985) and also Lawrenceôs (2015) movie adaptation of The Hunger Games: 

Mockingjay part 2, which all depict a totalitarian government of one kind or another. Notable 

in both Brazil and The Hunger Games films, as well as the later movie adaptations of 1984 is 

their use of Brutalist architecture for its visual and associative qualities, immense concrete 
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skyscrapers set the tone from the beginning. As mentioned earlier, Brutalism as a style relies in 

part on memorability as an image, meaning it elicits emotions. Brutalist buildings through their 

visual depictions in dystopian movies, strike awe into viewers as a result of their imposing 

stature. The dehumanising nature of Brutalismôs geometries (Goux, 2016), additionally serves 

the negative nature of dystopias by further establishing the portrayed world as one of dystopian 

fiction. Brutalism often being associated with governments as a result of existing in the form of 

government buildings in the real world, is furthermore employed to represent the governmental 

aspect of dystopian fictional worlds such as Controlôs. 

 

2.3 Architecture & Video games Historically 

 Discussing video games as a medium, a factor that should be taken into consideration 

is technological advancements and their influence on portrayal of architecture in video games 

throughout history. A strive for architectural realism described by Götz (2017), the increase in 

display capabilities of video hardware resulting in increased efforts to create spaces resembling 

the real world stated by Adams (2003) and the use of architecture in level design as mentioned 

by Totten (2019), are not solely products of a change in approach to architecture in video games, 

rather the convergence of the two fields is largely fuelled by technological advancements over 

the past decades. Götz (2017) argues how Wolfenstein 3D (id Software, 1992) is an example 

of plot and spatial context in video games being connected for the first time. The development 

in 3D technology allowed for video games to evolve from purely graphic narration into 

interactive pathing through three-dimensional space that enhanced both immersivity and world 

building in the aesthetic sense (see figure 2). Jenkins (2014) exemplifies this, by stating how 

simple graphic games such as Tetris (AcademySoft, 1984) do not contain narrative exposition, 

in part due to a lack of expressive movement affordances. 3D technology not only expanded 

video games in their offerings in terms of entertainment value, but also as a conceptual medium. 

 Götz (2017) shows us that in actuality there exist few professions as congruent in their 

use of tools as architects and game designers. They tackle comparable difficulties in their 

construction of space and often employ the same 3D modelling software. This relationship is 

not one-directional either; while video game design often takes inspiration from architecture in 

the real world, architectural designs also increasingly borrow spatial solutions and styles from 

the sphere of video game design. A notable recent development in the field of visual technology 

is ray tracing. This technology described by Moreau, Pharr and Clarberg (2019) allows for 
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certain graphics cards to realistically render lights and shadows in real time, further adding to 

playersô experience of immersion. Relevantly, Control is described by reviewers as being one 

of the games on the forefront of properly incorporating these techniques in their game. 

 Adams (2003) states how from its youngest days, the medium of video games has 

presented its players with simulated spaces. What historically started off as abstract spaces in 

the form of chess boards or literal space, then developed into including representations of 

indoor, óboundô spaces such as buildings. 3D technology in video games not yet having been 

developed, meant these spaces were often shown in a top-down view such as in Adventure 

(Atari, Inc, 1979) (see figure 3), to the detriment of the extent to which players could experience 

immersivity.  

            

Figure 2 Wolfenstein 3D environment (id Software, 1992)           Figure 3 Adventure’s top-down view (Atari, Inc, 1979) 

Another flaw in the portrayal of architecture in earlier video games is highlighted by 

Bonner (2014) when he describes the lacklustre representation of the Palace of Versailles inside 

the video game Rise of Nations (Big Huge Games, 2003). The in-game palace is said to appear 

plump and unmatching in its constructive volumes amongst a multitude of other gripes. He goes 

on to describe how the bitmap of another building, the Taj Mahal, is unable to successfully 

replicate the material characteristics nor the reflective exterior of the original. These are issues 

not of a lack of willingness to properly represent architecture from the side of game developers, 

but rather a product of the lack of technological capabilities for recreating detailed and accurate 

architecture in video games at the time. Despite all its shortcomings, Bonner (2014) argues 

depictions of architecture serve to immerse players into the atmosphere of the virtual world 

presented to them, showing that in spite of how rudimentary the graphics may look, architecture 

can and has been used to enhance immersivity of video games. An example of modern 

technologies having been successfully used to portray architecture as described by Halplerin, 

Santiago and Bezrati (2018) is Spider-Man (Insomniac Games, 2018). Here, New York City is 
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accurately represented, while even managing to include a non-existent Avengers headquarters 

building in the skyline (see figure 4). 

 

Figure 4 Spider-Man shows the architecture of NYC while even portraying a fictional building (Insomniac Games, 2018) 

 Taking into account the history of representation and use of architecture in video games, 

it can be established that advancements in the technological capabilities in the field of video 

game design throughout history, such as 3D technology, coupled with a strong desire to recreate 

reality as accurately as possible in virtual worlds and an overall convergence of the spheres of 

architecture and game design, has led to more extensive, more detailed use of architecture in 

video games, for both its aesthetic and stylistic qualities, and its purpose in creating more 

immersive video game worlds. 

 

2.4 Interim Summary 

 Analysing the existing body of work on the topics of the architectural style of Brutalism, 

the science fiction genre of dystopias, the use of architecture in world building and the history 

of architectural portrayal in video games, makes apparent the interconnectedness of all these 

concepts. Technological advancements having made possible the more realistic representation 

of architecture throughout history, with the development of 3D technology for example, the 

immersivity of video game worlds has been allowed to advance (Götz, 2017; Jenkins, 2014; 

Omeragiĺ, 2019). This is linked to the importance of architecture in the practice of building 

worlds, attributable to both its aesthetic qualities that convey an ideology and elicit emotions 

while increasing immersion, as well as its ability to showcase an interplay of rules and fiction, 



13 
 

embodying what is arguably the essence of video games (Adams, 2003; Bonner, 2014; Jenkins 

& Squire, 2002; Juul, 2011). Architecture in its ability to create atmosphere, existing as a 

symbol of the ideology underlying it and being subject to interpretation, possesses the capacity 

to be employed to create fictional worlds. The style being chosen influencing the nature of the 

fictional world. With the desire of creating a dystopian fictional world, Brutalism is the style of 

choice. It perfectly encompasses the desirable qualities of both being memorable as an image, 

evoking emotion and imposing stature, while also being linked strongly to governments 

culturally, which are often at the centre of dystopian stories (Banham, 2011; Goux, 2016; 

Humphrey, 2005; Mazer, 2017). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

3. Method 

In this chapter an overview will be provided of the method by which this research was 

conducted. From the general research design to the sampling and operationalisation, concluding 

with the type of data analysis utili sed. Each step will be justified in its use relevant to the 

research topic at hand and the broader research technique recognised as qualitative research. 

 

3.1 Research Design 

The contrast of the considerable amount of existing research and the total absence of 

studies on the topics combined, called for a concise methodolgy based closely on the theoretical 

framework. This is a qualitative study, for as Given (2008, xxix) states, a qualitative approach 

can be employed to ñexplore new phenomena and to capture individualsô thoughts, feelings, or 

interpretations of meaning and processò. The research question óHow does Control use 

Brutalism to build a dystopian virtual world?ô is qualitative in nature by virtue of its 

phraseology. In opposition to quantitative research approaches which aim to answer closed-

ended questions through the use of numerical data, as described by Creswell and Creswell 

(2018), the question of óhowô implies an open-ended question and subsequent answer. A 

qualitative question is not answerable definitively. Rather, an outline can be given in an effort 

to provide a most extensive answer to the question posed. Qualitative research also lends itself 

to this study for its links to the social constructivist paradigm, which emphasises the social 

construction of reality (Cassell & Symon, 2004; Silverman, 2019). The manner by which 

reality, in this case virtual worlds, are constructed by individuals, in this case Remedy 

Entertainment, perfectly coincided with this approach.  

While as Creswell and Creswell (2018) state that qualitative research is often inductive 

in nature, forming general patterns from observed data, the methodology of this research is 

primarily deductive and concept-driven. Patterns in the form of theoretical concepts have 

previously been established in the theoretical framework, succeeding is an exploration of 

whether these patterns are in fact ostensible and evident in the game Control, the textual 

interpretations of game reviewers and in the words of the developers. 

Game reviews as samples offer a glimpse into individualsô interpretations of the topics 

at hand inside of Control. Media interviews similarly provide a view inside the minds of the 

developers behind Control. With the use of directed content analysis, data were analysed for 

links to theory, either directly observable or as latent, underlying data. Lastly, analysis of visuals 
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in the form of screenshots taken from gameplay footage could then be related to concepts from 

the theoretical framework.  

 For the question at hand, taking into account chosen methods of data collection, 

employing a methodology of directed content analysis for textual and visual data was deemed 

appropriate for analysing, relating and sense-making of collected coded data with the end goal 

of aiming to answer how Control uses Brutalism to build a dystopian virtual world.  

 

3.2 Sampling 

 As mentioned earlier, a multilateral approach to data collection was employed. Firstly, 

game reviews, secondly, media interviews and lastly, gameplay footage. Three different 

samples allowed for gathering a broader array of data and a broader subsequent analysis. 

Aiming to extensively answer the research question in an all-encompassing manner demanded 

more than one data set, thus a tripartite approach was taken. 

 Game reviews as a form of data exist not merely as shopping guides to potential 

consumers. As Zagal, Ladd and Johnson (2009) argue, reviews often hypothesise about the 

intentions and goals of developers. This, combined with them existing as an interpretation of 

the game by a professional, made game reviews valuable data sources for coding and analysis. 

Game reviews exist in the form of text and video, but for the sake of consistency and coding 

fluency only textual reviews were collected. For a text to be categorised as a review the author 

had to be an official game reviewer. All critic reviews were collected from review aggregation 

website Metacritic.com, which ensured that they came from established game review websites 

and were written by individuals that are game reviewers by profession. Aside from increasing 

the weight of their arguments by virtue of their authority on the subject, professional game 

reviews are reasonably expected to offer a more in-depth look at the topic and are able to place 

the game in the broader context of the field of video games. All reviews collected were written 

in English, this way issues concerning interpretation and translation were avoided. For a game 

review to be pertinent to the research, it had to relate to the concepts discussed in the theoretical 

framework, meaning it had to at the least touch on the topics of architecture, dystopia/science 

fiction, world building or Brutalism. All game reviews were scanned for these keywords using 

the óControl Fô search-in-page function of Google Chrome to establish usability. Ideally the 

review offers an interpretation of, or a supposition as to the motivations for the use of Brutalism 

in Control. The process of gathering reviews consisted of copying relevant reviews and possible 
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visuals from their respective websites onto a Microsoft Word document. A total of 12 game 

reviews were collected and coded. 

It should be critically noted that game reviews have been described as failing to take 

analytical and critical viewpoints (Costikyan, 2008), though Zagal, Ladd and Johnson (2009) 

did identify the contextualisation of games, hypothesising on developersô motivations and 

technological affordances to be themes prevalent in game reviews as a medium. Ultimately 

game reviews were deemed data suitable for analysis in this research. 

 As a second data sample, media interviews with employees at Remedy Entertainment, 

the developers of Control, were considered an appropriate source of data that related directly to 

the research question. When asking óhow does Control use Brutalism to build a dystopian 

virtual world?ô the motivations of the developers are not unconnected. Remedy are the ones 

who transformed their personal ideas into a comprehensive video game. Since experience learns 

gaining access to a direct interview with developers is often unattainable, existing video 

interviews constituted a solid alternative for understanding their motivations, simultaneously 

simulating the experience of interviewing them in real life. Any video where one or more of the 

developers of Control answered questions posed to them was classified as a media interview. 

For an interview to be relevant to the research, it had to at the minimum touch on the topics of 

architecture, dystopia/science fiction, world building or Brutalism in at least one of the 

questions posed. 4 such media interviews were downloaded from YouTube, after which they 

were coded and relevant sections transcribed. This allowed for the data to be analysed for 

possible patterns and links to theoretically relevant concepts.  

 Lastly, gameplay footage of Control. Why observe a gameplay video as opposed to 

playing the game physically? Aside from practicalities such as acquiring necessary hardware 

and software to play Control, spectatorship as a practise has been described by Taylor (2016) 

as being a ósecondary-playerô, exemplifying the diminishment of any barriers existing between 

player and spectator. In the case of Control, this holds true as well. Its storyline being a 

predominantly linear one, most players have comparable experiences aside from minimal 

variations such as weapon upgrades. This justifies the use of gameplay footage as opposed to 

playing the game as a valid method of collecting data relevant to the research. A total of 10 

hours of Control gameplay was viewed and analysed on the video platform YouTube. The video 

was watched in a resolution of 1920x1080 pixels to ensure maximum representation of details 
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and it was also lacking commentary, which guaranteed it was interpreted as intended by the 

developers and not influenced by commentary from the player.  

 

3.3 Operationalisation 

In the theoretical framework, theories and concepts on various aspects relevant to the 

research question were presented. Firstly, theory was discussed relating to how architecture 

plays a part in world building through its aesthetic as well as its associative qualities, 

concludingly describing architectureôs propensity of enhancing immersion of players in a game 

world. This theoretical construct was central to analysing the data and answering the research 

question. Finding evidence in game reviews, interviews or gameplay footage of architecture 

being used in the way described previously, either directly or latently, aided in answering the 

question of how Control uses Brutalism to build a dystopian virtual world.  

 Another discussed concept is Brutalism and its distinctive qualities, as well as its links 

to dystopian science fiction. The utilisation of Brutalism can manifest itself in the analysis of 

game reviewers and developers talking about it, or gameplay showing the use of Brutalism for 

the purposes theorised in the theoretical framework. Being memorable as an image, possessing 

dystopian characteristics, being linked to governmental buildings all classified data as relevant 

to the research question. Last of all, a category was formed for observable practises of modern 

visual technologies being applied to enhance immersion or augment one of the other concepts. 

 Central to the methodology of directed content analysis was the formation of selective 

codes derived from the theoretical framework. While largely adhering to the themes of world 

building & architecture, science fiction & dystopias and mechanics & technology, liberty was 

taken in the production of axial codes, which resulted in the addition of gameplay mechanics 

as an axial code for data to be categorised as. The combination of selective codes and their 

respective axial codes served as a suitable tool for ultimately answering the research question 

óHow does Control use Brutalism to build a dystopian virtual world?ô 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

 Qualitative content analysis is ñthe systematic examination of communicative materialò 

(Flick, Kardoff & Steinke, 2004). This systematic examination corresponds with the directed 

approach of this research. The use of visual content analysis as a methodology in the social 
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sciences has increased alongside a growth in use of visual forms of communication in society, 

as described by Knoblauch et al. (2008). Reavey (2012) also argues for the importance of both 

the creation and the interpretation of visuals by highlighting historical examples of their 

significance in the field of qualitative research and more specifically psychology. This research 

makes use of the well-established methodology known as content analysis (van Leeuwen and 

Jewitt , 2004; Neuendorf, 2002), more specifically directed content analysis, which as Hsieh 

and Shannon (2005) describe, makes use of existing theory to partially predefine codes, while 

still allowing for new ones to emerge during research, all in order to interpret a combination of 

visual and textual data and ultimately encompass all relevant latent and manifest data in the 

analysis (Flick, Kardoff & Steinke, 2004). This directed approach is therefore deductive in 

nature, utili sing theory to steer the coding process and analysis. 

Should be said van Leeuwen and Jewitt (2004) do point out how content analysis on its 

own is often unable to fully answer a question. It is limited to what is directly observed and 

lacking in its ability to explain the significance or depth of that which it studies. To overcome 

this limitation, extensive interpretation and linking to theories by using concepts from the 

theoretical framework as tools for categorising gathered data was employed. This way analysis 

of data went deeper than merely providing surface-level descriptions.  

Game reviews and developer interviews were coded in their entirety by being colour-

marked based on the theoretical concepts Interplay fiction & reality, Science fiction & dystopia, 

World building & architecture, Technology, Immersivity, Narrative and Mechanics (blends of 

two or more categories were coded through a combination of each relevant colour). For the 

visual data, each observed in-game occurrence considered relevant was screenshotted with 

Windows 10 and subsequently coded in Microsoft Word by including a brief textual account of 

what was observed and colour-mark to match one (or more) of 7 earlier mentioned concepts. 

All collected data was stored inside a Microsoft Word document titled Data_Analysis, where 

the raw data was preceded by a coding table and a coding frame. Nearly all collected data was 

successfully categorised into three selective codes and 8 axial codes based primarily on the 

theoretical framework. This demonstrated the successful application of directed content 

analysis in encompassing all relevant data, since any unused segments of interview, reviews 

and gameplay were deemed irrelevant to the research question. 
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3.5 Validity and Reliability 

 This research is valid in that it makes use of an extensive, critical theoretical framework 

based on existing research. Only when interpretation is not founded on established theory, is 

validity diminished (Braun & Clark, 2006; Silverman, 2011). The gathered data originated from 

various sources and was tripartite in nature, which ensured a broader array of viewpoints were 

considered and possible bias was reduced. The coded data was then analysed and interpreted, 

using directed content analysis of textual and visual data. Finally, employing the conceptualised 

theories encompassing the most significant aspects relating to the question at hand, a credible 

and extensive answer could be formulated. From the ideas underlying Brutalism, to the 

representation of architecture in a historical, technological context, all relevant topics were 

taken into account.  

 It is also reliable in its consistency. The theories outlined being clear and concise, as 

well as all data collected being publicly accessible and Control being a mainly linear game 

ensured similar, repeatable experiences and interpretations. Directed content analysis as a 

methodology is also reliable in its rule-governed procedure and systematic nature, as outlined 

by Flick, Kardoff and Steinke (2004). Coupled with the developers being outspoken, well-

versed individuals and a clear coding structure built from previously established theoretical 

categories, the method culminated in a consistent repeatedly conductible, reliable research, 

minimising potential variation in interpretation.  

 With regards to research ethics, this study posed no issues. All collected data is publicly 

accessible, reviews were copied from their respective game review websites and the gameplay 

and media interviews were watched on YouTube. Any used quotes and gameplay screenshots 

were left unaltered in their content.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

4. Results 

This section provides an interpretation of the gathered data, as well as a dialogue on the 

findings. Bearing in mind the qualitative nature of this research, each segment consists of a 

cohesive analysis of theoretical connections between collected data and the theories proposed 

in the theoretical framework. Each section is categorised by its overarching theme or selective 

code, ordered correspondingly to the ideas discussed in the theoretical framework, starting with 

the relation between world building and architecture, analysing their narrative, aesthetic and 

immersive capabilities. After this, a closer look is taken at data relating to the science fiction 

genre known as the dystopia, taking into account not only dystopian and science fiction 

characteristics on their own, but also the apparent recurring theme of an interplay between 

fiction and reality. Lastly, culminating the answer to the question how Control uses Brutalism 

to build a dystopian virtual world, chapter 4 concludes with a discussion of the gameplay 

mechanics afforded to players and the use of visual technology to enhance experiences through 

interactive elements in Control. 

 

4.1 World building & Architecture 

This segment gives an account of the examination and discussion of the use of 

architecture for its aesthetic and narrative, qualities, as well as ways in which immersivity was 

harnessed in the process of building the virtual world of Control. Use was made of a 

combination of professional game reviews, media interviews with Controlôs developers and 

screenshots taken from a full playthrough video of the game. These data were analysed 

respectively for any links to theory, which were indeed found extensively. The axial codes of 

visuals, narrative and immersion were found to encompass all relevant findings within the 

overarching theme. Appendix A provides a visualisation of how the codes relate to the theme 

of world building & architecture and Appendix B illustrates the layout of the coding table. 

Prior to anything else, an analysis of the aesthetic qualities of the architecture inside of 

Control was conducted to establish if it is indeed Brutalist in nature. In her review of the game, 

Sam Loveridge (2019) mentions The Oldest Houseôs (the building where Control takes place) 

ñconcrete, Brutalist architectureò. Jon Sutton (2019) also states how Control is ñtight, 

structurally speaking, and almost overbearingly Brutalist in its architectureò. While these give 

an indication as to the architectural style, Remedy Entertainmentôs world design director and 

former architect Stuart MacDonald (2019) mentions in an interview for Polygon, how when 
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looking at Brutalist architecture and the use of repetition, he was inspired by Carlos Scarpa, an 

architect famous for his use of concrete and recurring patterns. This inspiration for the use of 

repetition and Brutalism can be observed having come to fruition inside the world of Control at 

21:50 in MKIceAndFireôs (2019) gameplay video (see figure 5).  

 

Figure 5 Recurring patterns inside concrete, in the style of Carlos Scarpa (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

 Arguably the most substantial signifiers of Brutalist architecture however, are the use 

of raw concrete and a clear exhibition of structure as described by Banham (2011). These too 

are observable on a myriad of occasions inside the world of Control. One such instance of the 

use of raw concrete can be seen in the gameplay video at 7:25 (see figure 6) where the concrete 

office walls presented display the seams imprinted on them by the formwork from being cast, 

demonstrating their unfinished, raw nature.  
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Figure 6 Raw Concrete walls display the patterns from the formwork used to cast them (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

Another example of typical Brutalism can be observed in the game at 53:22 (see figure 7). Here 

piping in the roof is seen left intentionally unobstructed from view, exemplar of a transparent 

exhibition of structure.  

 

Figure 7 Pipes are left exposed in the roof, exhibiting structure clearly (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

The final defining characteristic of Brutalist architecture proposed by Benham (2011) 

is memorability as an image, which fittingly serves as a perfect segway into analysing the 
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second axial code, narrative. Here, narrative refers more so to the associative, latent qualities 

of the in-game architecture than the literal narrative of Controlôs story. As Humphrey (2005) 

argues, architecture has the potential to elicit emotions from its users, to be memorable as an 

image. This is further supported by Adamsô (2003) mentioning of architectureôs world building 

narrative-enhancing and emotion-evoking qualities. This is exemplified through Peter Brownôs 

(2019) use of the words ñIf you arenôt in awe of the architectureò in his review. Furthermore, 

part of The Oldest House is also described in Kosta Andreadisô (2019) review as ñevoking the 

strange wonder of visiting an alien installation on a distant moonò Aside from describing 

Control as awe-inducing and wonder-evoking amongst others, Ben Walker (2019) also outlines 

how ñThere were times where I felt I was inferiorò and ñThe map is designed to make you feel 

lost and smaller than you actually areò, perhaps perfectly encapsulating the imposing, evocative 

and memorable nature of Brutalist architecture. This is evidently not incidental, seeing as in an 

interview for Polygon, Stuart MacDonald (2019) mentions how they often approached the 

spaces as churches in how they were built and lit. Churches with their often high ceilings can 

arguably be defined as inherently being memorable as images, evidence of which can also be 

viewed at 59:51 in the gameplay video (see figure 8), where the protagonist enters an imposing 

church-like room which coincidentally clearly exhibits structure.  

 

Figure 8 Memorability as an image: Church-like imposing space which also exhibits structure (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

 Lastly, the third axial code under the theme world building & architecture is immersion. 

This concept is described by McMahan (2009) as the player being caught up in the world of a 
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gameôs story and Omeragiĺ (2019) mentions how an essential part of immersion is the ability 

to not only traverse, but also alter a virtual world. This all ties into the endless strive to recreate 

the real world as closely as possible, outlined by Götz (2017). Kosta Andreadis (2019) mentions 

how scuff marks and non-repeated imperfections in Control are ña testament to Remedyôs 

commitment to immersionò. In an interview for Electric Playground, creative director Sam 

Lake (2018) directly mentions how ñimmersion and atmosphere ï always have been really 

really important to usò. Ron Burke (2019) also states that the game ñfrequently zooms in on 

character faces to a distance that lets you see every pore and microexpressionò, showing that 

realism is strived for in more ways than solely architectural, while simultaneously displaying 

the technological affordances of todayôs visual technology which will be discussed later in this 

chapter. Burke does also go into architectural realism, outlining how the slick and angular 

surfaces glisten like one would expect, how light sources react in real time and how realistic 

water appears. In terms of being able to explore and interact with the world, Tim Geoffrey 

(2019) explains that his favourite facet of the game is ñits focus on explorationò and Hayden 

Dingman (2019) also states that certain areas make exploring The Oldest House a joy in itself. 

In addition to examples of exploration, we also see evidence of interaction when at 3:06:57 into 

the game (see figure 9) the player is able to rip a chunk of concrete from the wall, or when at 

2:16:27 (see figure 10) shooting a window causes it to shatter and dangle in a realistic fashion. 

 

Figure 9 Ripping a chunk of concrete from the wall, showcasing the ability to alter the world (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 
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Figure 10 Damaging a window causes it to shatter and dangle realistically (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

 In conclusion, there is sufficient evidence that confirms the use of Brutalist-inspired 

architecture in Control. It is being used for its aesthetic as well as its narrative capabilities in 

building worlds, resulting in a strong sense of immersion supported by a combination of 

(architectural) realism, explorative freedom and opportunity for interaction with the world 

around. These instances are observable not only within the game but are also described by 

various professional game reviewers and even mentioned by the developers themselves.  

 

4.2 Science fiction & dystopias 

This section portrays an examination of the presence of characteristics tied to the science 

fiction genre known as the dystopia inside Control. The analysis is comprised of first, General 

elements of science fiction. Second, Dystopian elements, and lastly, a look at the interplay 

between reality and fiction. Altogether these themes provide a clear overview of manners in 

which Control expressly defines itself as a science fiction dystopia. The axial codes science 

fiction elements, dystopian characteristics and interplay fiction & reality were deemed effective 

in incorporating all relevant results under the main theme. 

Science fiction as a genre, while yet to be conclusively defined, can be workably 

classified as ñthe literature of cognitive estrangementò (Suvin, 1979). This estrangement is 

often induced through the portrayal of a society described in detail (Fitting, 2010), which is 



28 
 

similar to ours, yet different in at least one way, significant enough to give rise to alternate 

events. One need not look further than Controlôs opening scene for evidence of supernatural 

science fiction elements, at 6:57 in the gameplay video (see figure 11) various objects appear 

to be levitating atop a desk, lit by peculiar red lighting from an off-screen source. Only 4 

minutes later, at 10:50 in the same video, is the protagonist first teleported to the astral plane, a 

different dimension with heavenly white lighting and a massive inverted pyramid with which 

the player interacts (see figure 12).  

 

Figure 11 In the opening scene objects are seen levitating, the first evidence of science fiction (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 
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Figure 12 The astral plane, a different dimension where the player interacts with an inverted pyramid (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

The world of Control is also frequently described as being abnormal. Tim Geofrrey 

(2019) describes it as ñpreternatural and aberrantò, Alessio Palumbo (2019) mentions how 

ñRemedy always had a flair for the otherworldly, the supernaturalò and Kosta Andreadis (2019) 

describes it as ñsci-fi oddityò. This mentioning of oddity falls in line with what Nicholas 

Scibetta (2019) defines as the genre of ñNew weirdò, a genre closely tied to horror and science 

fiction with a focus on using realism to emphasise the fantastical. In an interview for Roadway 

Media, Control game director Mikael Kasurinen (2018) also mentions that ñThe tone is 

supernatural and thereôs definitely a lot of inspiration from 80s, 90s horror moviesò, further 

substantiating the new weird classification provided by Scibetta (2019). Additionally, in 

another interview, for GameSlice, Kasurinen (2019) also states that Control is a mysterious 

game that deals with strange phenomena and events.  

 Apart from the general supernatural aspects of Controlôs world, the gameôs narrative 

suggests its world is host to an undesirable, dystopian society. Gerhard (2010) outlines how a 

key theme prevalent in dystopic fiction is that of totalitarian control by a government over its 

citizens. Brutalist architecture being the go-to style for government buildings as described by 

Grindrod (2018) having led to its association to dystopian fiction is embodied by the Federal 

Bureau of Control (FBC), described by creative director Sam Lake in an interview for Electric 

Playground as a ñsecretive government agency that deals with the unexplainableò. Furthermore, 

in his interview for Polygon, world design director Stuart MacDonald (2019) explains that 
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ñwhat started as a very utopian and idealistic architecture has come to represent oppression and 

bureaucracy and many negative thingsò displaying the purposive nature of the design choices 

made when constructing Controlôs world. Control also appears to reference other works of 

dystopian fiction on multiple occasions. The Federal Bureau of Control (housed in The Oldest 

House), appears to have been inspired in its nomenclature by the similarly peculiarly named 

ministries of George Orwellôs Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). Additionally, the hyper 

bureaucratic phraseology of an internal document found in the Oldest House at 4:28 into the 

game (see figure 13) may have been inspired by Terry Gilliamôs dystopic bureaucracy film, 

Brazil (1985), where a spelling error caused by a singular fly results in the total collapse of that 

fictional societyôs government. 

 

Figure 13 Hyper bureaucratic phraseology in internal documents of the FBC (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

Perhaps more directly referencing the totalitarian nature of the FBC are examples visible at 

3:12:15 and 6:31:21 in the gameplay video respectively. The first instance shows Dr. Darling, 

working at the FBC, stating how ñWe do that regardless of whether or not youôre wearing an 

HRA (a device worn to fend off evil forces)ò in response to the question whether they will spy 

on people (see figure 14). The second example is FBC employee Langston describing a location 

inside The Oldest House named the ñPanopticonò (see figure 15). The use of this word coined 

by British philosopher Jeremy Bantham as ñthe Panopticumò, could possibly be directly 

referencing the all-seeing state described in Yevgeny Zamyatinôs We (1920). 
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Figure 14 Dr. Darling mentions how they spy on people regardless of the circumstances (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

 

Figure 15 Langston describes the Panopticon in The Oldest House (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

 Finally, a running theme throughout Control appears to be an interplay between fiction 

and reality. As Juul (2011) states, rules and fiction are attractive for opposite reasons, with 

games being the culmination of the two in that artificial limitations on reality, combined with a 

retention of reality are a recipe for success (Götz, 2017). The inherent physical restrictions of 

realistically portraying architecture in a game are disregarded at times, yet maintained at others 
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in Control. The otherwise ordinarily behaving concrete of The Oldest House sometimes shifts 

and turns sporadically, as can be seen in the game at 21:23 (see figure 16)  

 

Figure 16 Walls and floors in The Oldest House suddenly shift and morph into a different shape (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

This retention of reality, or breaking of rules, is also described by Peter Brown (2019) when he 

mentions that ñThe dance between fact and fiction is at the heart of Controlôs settingò. Tim 

Geoffrey (2019) moreover illustrates ñevents that violate the laws of nature and realityò. At the 

same time, Jon Sutton (2019) states ñthere are rules thoughò, indicating existence of retainment 

of reality. Notably, the building itself is not the only aspect of Control in which reality and 

fiction appear to dance around one another. On a narrative level, Nicholas Scibetta (2019) points 

out the ironic contrast of ña government facility that dryly documents, studies, and attempts to 

control things that are supernatural and otherworldlyò. Another narrative hint at this interplay 

is observable at 3:08:00 in the gameplay video (see figure 17) when the department of 

óParaPsychologyô can be seen ï a form of psychology focusing on psychic phenomena. This, 

while being closely tied to reality, transcends it slightly, crossing the boundary between fiction 

and reality. 
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Figure 17 Department of Parapsychology, a form of psychology dealing with psychic phenomena (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

 

4.3 Mechanics & Technology 

This part reports on the examination of the presence of modern visual technologies and 

gameplay mechanics employed in Control. The analysis consists of two sections. Firstly: 

Gameplay mechanics afforded to the players, with special attention being paid to the concept 

of interactivity, and secondly: Visual technologies employed by Remedy Entertainment to add 

to the realism of Control. The axial codes gameplay mechanics, visual technology and 

interactivity were found to be effective in integrating all relevant findings under the broader 

theme. 

The first example of spatial context within a game being connected to the plot, is the 

video game Wolfenstein 3D (id Software, 1992) (Götz, 2017). Since then, a combination of 

ever improving visual technology and a general strive to represent the real world as accurately 

as achievable in video games, described by Adams (2003), has led to Control being the game it 

is now. When speaking of gameplay mechanics as a whole, it constitutes a relatively broad 

category, concerning aspects ranging from in-game currency to combos in fighting games. This 

breadth can be overcome by approaching gameplay mechanics through the context of the topics 

at hand. How do they relate to world building, portrayal of architecture and immersion? 
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 As is mentioned by Hayden Dingman (2019) and Nicholas Scibetta (2019), and also 

visible on multiple occasions (see figure 5, 6, 7, 9, 12 & 17), Control is a third-person game, 

meaning that players look over the shoulder of the protagonist whilst controlling them. As Black 

(2015) states, despite the logical assumption that first-person games, where players look 

through the eyes of the protagonist, are inherently more immersive than third-person ones, this 

appears not to be true. To the contrary even, he argues third-person games potentially provide 

a greater sense of simultaneity of action between player and game body. Logically, the greater 

field of view afforded by the third-person perspective as opposed to a first-person one, also 

allows for more of the surroundings to be observed, providing a sense of scale and subsequent 

improved enticement of emotion, as can be seen employed at 9:10:38 into the game (see figure 

4.14) where the sheer vastness of the space filled with concrete pillars presented can be taken 

in all at once. Tying in with this third-person perspective and the earlier mentioned use of 

architecture to elicit sentiments, is a mechanic often employed in Control, where the protagonist 

enters a location with a one-point perspective visible at 59:51, 9:10:38 and 6:43:39 respectively 

(see figure 8, 18 & 19). This ensures that Controlôs world design is come across as intended, 

while also increasing the earlier referenced sense of scale that players experience. 

 

Figure 18 Third-person view allows for the awe-inducing, imposing view to be taken in all at once (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 
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Figure 19 A forced one-point perspective ensures proper delivery of intended evocation of emotion (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

 Another significant mechanic afforded to players is that of freedom of exploration. 

Intertwined with interactivity and consequently immersion, explorative freedom is mentioned 

by Tim Geoffrey (2019) as being its (Controlôs) ñbest facetò as well as being described as part 

of the (gameôs) appeal by Sam Loveridge (2019). Alternatively, the mechanic is even labelled 

as ñworking wonders for the story being toldò by Kosta Andreadis (2019) indicating the tie 

between mechanics and the narrative aspect of world building. Omeragiĺ (2019) explains how 

the ability of players to alter the world they exist in in one way or another is key to immersion. 

In other words, interactivity. Aside from earlier examples of ripping concrete and breaking glass 

(see figure 9 & 10) from the section on immersion, Control is rife with numerous interactive 

elements. Kosta Andreadis (2019) classifies Control as the video game equivalent of interactive 

cinema, and Ron Burke (2019) explains in detail the consequences of hitting a desk stacked 

with office supplies. Additionally, testament to Remedyôs devotion to interactivity are quotes 

from creative director Sam Lake (2018) in an interview for Electric Playground where he 

explains that they have ñpushed dynamic destruction and physics as far as we possibly couldò 

and how every part of the map can ñbecome the playerôs toolò.  

One more interesting gameplay mechanic in Control is the floor plan of The Oldest 

House provided to the player. Described by Peter Brown (2019) as ñan unreliable tool presented 

in a top-down fashion that often feels like more trouble than itôs worthò, the confusing map of 

control, lacking in three dimensional information, can be seen at 8:50:57 in the game (see figure 
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20). Interestingly, this possibly intentional mechanical design choice serves other aspects of the 

game. What comes to mind is the massive Brutalist ówalled cityô named the Barbican Estate, 

located in London. Described by people as being too difficult to navigate, yet somewhat 

ironically having been designed in that fashion intentionally by its architects with the goal of 

promoting privacy of the inhabitants (Borthwick, 2011). Similarly The Oldest House appears 

unnavigable to anyone unacquainted with it. Another consequence of this design choice is its 

promotion of visual awareness of surroundings within the game. Deemed ñsurprisingly helpfulò 

by Peter Brown (2019), the Signage in Control, visible at 3:22:05 in the gameplay video (see 

figure 21) on the left side of the screen, is as much a game mechanic as it is a by-product of 

what Götz (2017) describes as a strive for achieving architectural realism in games.  

 

Figure 20 (Intentionally) confusing map of The Oldest House 
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Figure 21 Helpful signs in The Oldest House, architectural realistim, promoting visual awareness (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

 Closely tied to architectural realism are advances in visual technology. One such 

advancement not insignificant, is óray tracingô. This technology, available on certain modern 

graphics cards, allows for shadows to be realistically rendered in real-time, even in scenarios 

with a multitude of light sources. Moreau, Pharr and Clarberg (2019) state that this technology 

contributes to a markedly more realistic image than other methods. In its pursuit of realism, 

Control allows for ray tracing enabled GPUs to make use of the technology to the benefit of the 

playerôs experience. As such, all but one of the analysed game reviewers that used a PC to play 

Control, mention ray tracing at least once. Aside from general praise as to the aesthetics of the 

game, such as Ron Burkeôs (2019) statement ñHot damn does this game look gorgeous in 4k 

with all the options maxedò, nearly all comments on ray tracing argue for its enhancement of 

realism and subsequent immersivity. While Nicholas Scibetta (2019) comments on the achieved 

natural realism and visual diversity of the óhumansô in Control, and Kosta Andreadis (2019) 

describes ray tracing in Control as ña glimpse at the next generation of game graphicsò, Hayden 

Dingman (2019) claims it is ñan additional and subtle bit of realismò. This subtle realism is also 

outlined by Alessio Palumbo (2019) when he writes that it provides greater accuracy and detail 

on opaque and transparent surfaces than would otherwise be possible. A good example of the 

use of visual technology to improve immersion through realism, aside from the realistically 

detailed concrete and windows shown earlier (see figure 6 & 10), is when at 1:05:48 into the 

game lights are realistically reflected in the floor based on its shiny polished material, while 

being completely diffused on the matte concrete walls (see figure 22). 
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Figure 22 Lights are reflected realistically based on the material of the polished floor (MKIceAndFire, 2019) 

 All things considered the presented examples compose only a fraction of the total data 

sample, nevertheless they adequately illustrate the evidently perceptible themes inside Control. 

Where the screenshots from gameplay serve as the foundation for this directed content analysis, 

the supplementary examination of game reviews and media interviews provides context and 

demonstrates that the discussed topics are recognised by a multitude of individuals, from 

experts in the field of scrutinising video games, to the developers of Control themselves. 

Findings include, but are not limited to, the clear use of Brutalist-based architectural world 

building in the form of raw concrete materials, exposed structures and self-repeating angular 

patterns, the depiction of paranormal events such as levitation and transmuting concrete shapes, 

and a general emphasis on immersion through realistically behaving lights and shadows, 

detailed world design and strong interactive elements. All this is driven by game mechanics 

centred around experiencing the virtual world. Forced one-point perspectives, a wide third-

person field of view and deliberately abstruse map design inside a predominantly linear 

narrative all safeguard that players experience Control as intended. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

5. Conclusion 

The final segment of this research first provides an answer to the central research 

question and then follows up by outlining theoretical implications. Here, ties to the theoretical 

framework are demonstrated and expanded on when possible. Next, the research process is 

critically reflected upon, taking into account constraints and societal consequences. Lastly, 

suggestions for future research of interest, relating to the topics at hand are proposed. The 

objective of this research has been to understand how Control uses Brutalism to build a 

dystopian virtual world. To do so, current literature on the topics of world building, architecture, 

Brutalism, science fiction and game technologies have been examined. Additionally, a 

combination of gameplay footage, game reviews and media interviews with the developers 

were analysed in a directed, deductive manner for links to theory. The goal was to reveal 

evidence of overarching themes (selective codes) that provide insight in how Control builds the 

world it does. In answering the research question, all chapters have proven instrumental. 

Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the problem and justified its societal and academic 

relevance. Chapter 2 then critically outlined relevant existing theory and subsequently served 

as a guide for the process of data collection and analysis in chapter 3. Lastly, chapter 4 exposed 

and discussed linkages to the theory. 

 

5.1 Thematic conclusions 

This study discovered that inside the game Control, but also in reviews of the game and 

in statements made by the developers in interviews, all three selective codes (themes) appeared 

thoroughly. This reveals the different ways in which Brutalism is used to build a dystopian 

world. The overarching themes were characterised as; world building & architecture, science 

fiction & dystopias and mechanics & technology. None of these were individually significantly 

more frequently observed than others in the data analysed, nor are any more valuable in 

answering the research question than the others. Rather, in unison they are able to provide an 

extensive answer to the posed question.  

 In relation to world building and architecture, what becomes clear is that in the process 

of building a virtual game world, architecture is indeed employed in multiple manners. It 

propels the narrative being told by existing in the Brutalist style which signifies eerie 

bureaucracy and through association possesses ties to government buildings in the real world. 

Aside from being a visual manifestation of the ideologies underlying it, aesthetic qualities of 
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the architecture such as scale also evoke emotions from players. The architecture serves as an 

anchor of realism inside an otherwise otherworldly video game, it immerses players in the world 

presented to them.  

 On the topic of science fiction and dystopias, Control keenly displays its science fiction 

nature through floating objects or the existence of paranormal forces. Additionally, the 

dystopian nature of this game is consistently established. Dystopian elements are bountiful and 

references to dystopian pieces of entertainment in textual or filmic form are also unmistakably 

strewn throughout the story. A more general observable theme is the interplay of fiction and 

reality. The aforementioned simultaneously realistic, yet abnormal behaviour of the architecture 

coupled with the existence of departments such as óparapsychologyô illustrate only partly the 

extent to which this theme appears in Control. 

Taking these findings into account, it can be determined that Brutalist architecture lends 

itself perfectly to being used in dystopian science fiction stories as both a consequence of its 

use in the real world, often existing in the form of government buildings, as well as for its 

dehumanising nature and stature imposing memorability as an image, supporting the 

atmosphere of dystopian stories. 

Lastly, touching on the mechanics and technology of Control, it becomes apparent that 

mechanics afforded to players such as a third-person view and interactive environments are 

closely tied to the other themes. The wide field of view afforded to players aids in conveying 

the scale and awe of the architecture, and the interactive, destructible world supports the 

experience of immersion. Technologically, Control employs some of the latest developments 

in visual technology, utilising the realistic rendering of lights and shadows afforded by ray 

tracing technology to further enhance immersivity. 

 Interestingly, there exists a strong interconnectedness between each general theme as 

well as their subthemes (axial codes). Narrative qualities of architecture often flow from their 

aesthetic ones and vice versa. Similarly, visual technologies are quintessential in accurately 

representing architecture with the ultimate goal of immersing players. Proper delivery and 

interpretation of all themes are safeguarded by limitations and affordances presented to players 

through the gameplay mechanics in place. The interplay of fiction and reality heavily relies on 

the shifting nature of The Oldest House and the Brutalist architecture matches the dystopian 

story perfectly.  
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5.2 Theoretical implications 

 As chapter 4 and earlier segments have demonstrated, this research confirms the theories 

outlined in chapter 2. Evidence hereof is primarily found inside the game Control, but also in 

the words of game reviewers and the people behind Control. Still, this study presents additional 

findings that transcend the theoretical framework from chapter 2. 

 The theory surrounding world building and architecture outlined in chapter 2 explains 

how architecture can be employed for its narrative as well as its aesthetic qualities when 

building a virtual world (Adams, 2003; Bonner, 2014; Stanek, 2011; Jenkins & Squire, 2002). 

Aside from this, it also serves as a balance between fiction and reality (Adams, 2003; Juul, 

2011) and it can additionally immerse players by being interactive (Omeragiĺ, 2019). The 

findings of this research add to these theories, seeing as the analysed gameplay footage has 

demonstrated each of these aspects at play. Brutalist, imposing architecture, links to the story 

being told and interactive environments can all be observed inside the world of Control. In 

terms of game reviews however, the architectural aspect of world building appears to not always 

be mentioned. Rather, the world of Control is often described for its general atmosphere without 

reviewers elaborating on the architectural style. The developers behind Control do however 

provide an account of their intentional use of Brutalism in the process of building Controlôs 

world, confirming its utilisation is not unpremeditated. While not contesting existing theory on 

the topic, results do raise the question to what extent players have awareness of these techniques 

at play. Are they doomed to exist in latent form or can they progress to the point of being 

generally understood concepts? 

 The topic of science fiction and dystopias was partially analysed in relation to Brutalism 

in the theoretical framework, establishing a theory that Brutalist architecture lends itself 

perfectly to dystopian stories due to its ties to government buildings in the real world and its 

dehumanising nature, suitable for dystopias (Goux, 2016; Grindrod, 2018; Mazer, 2017). This 

appeared to again be the case in Control, where the architecture of the Brutalist Oldest House 

is often intentionally presented in a fashion that evokes emotion and contributes to the dystopian 

atmosphere and narrative. Additionally, it narratively exists as a government building and the 

story is a dystopian one as evidenced by its presentation of an undesirable world filled with 

horrors. While the science fiction elements of Control come up in game reviews, interviews as 

well as in the gameplay footage, it is hardly linked directly to Brutalism. Instead, it is mentioned 

in relation to the narrative or hinted at through in-game references to pieces of pop culture 

science fiction entertainment. While straying from the proposed theory on Brutalism and 
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science fiction, this finding does not detract from it. It merely adds to the vast manners in which 

the dystopian nature of a game world can be conveyed. Controlôs human-centric narrative 

epitomises Suvinôs (1979) definition of science fiction as ñthe literature of cognitive 

estrangementò. In its recurring classification as science fiction both by the developers and by 

reviewers, Control promotes a discussion about the foundation of science fiction as a genre that 

arguably more so comprises sociological thought-experiments related to humanity than a 

display of hypothetical futuristic technological developments. 

 The last theory assessed in the theoretical framework looked at how advancements in 

video game design throughout history, a convergence of architecture and game design, and a 

desire to realistically recreate our world have led to an increased use of more detailed 

architecture in the process of creating immersive video game worlds (Adams, 2003; Götz, 2017; 

Totten, 2019). Control powerfully demonstrates this in its use of modern ray tracing technology, 

allowing for realistic reflections, lights and shadows, and accurate representations of concreteôs 

physical properties. Interestingly, every single game review dedicated time to the gameplay 

mechanics of Control. This inspired the addition of the axial code gameplay mechanics and 

proved essential in fully understanding how Control uses not only visual technology, but also 

mechanics to build a dystopian virtual world. Whereas this studyôs findings build on and add 

to existing theory, they also contest them for their lack of discussing gameplay mechanics as a 

tool capable of promoting other aspects of world building through a mixture of compulsory 

restrictions and contrastingly permissive freedoms in terms of interactivity and exploration. 

Possibly treading in the footsteps of the development of 3D technology, Controlôs incorporation 

of ray tracing, described by one reviewer as a glimpse into the future of video game visuals, 

highlights the shortage of current research and theory on ray tracing regarding architecture and 

immersive world building. 

 While each of the topics discussed in this research have been extensively studied on 

their own, the topic of Brutalism inside video games specifically is significantly lacking in 

terms of existing research. The theoretical framework outlined in chapter 2 coupled with 

analysis of data performed in chapter 4 displays how each of the theories is indeed concise in 

its definition and observably employed inside Control. While new findings were made, these 

do not detract from the theory outlined, rather they add to it, transcending the architectural focus 

of the theoretical framework to include game mechanics and non-architectural science fiction 

elements. 
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5.3 Limitations, societal implications and future research suggestions 

 Despite this research accomplishing its goals, it is not lacking of limitations. While 

every step from assessing theory to choice of methodology and analysis of data has been 

outlined transparently, the qualitative nature of this research is innately subjective. Personal 

bias can play a role when selecting screenshots to use from gameplay footage, and analysis of 

game reviews is also subject to interpretation. To diminish these limitations, the combination 

of game reviews, interviews and gameplay footage was used. This way the game reviews serve 

as a reviewersô interpretation of Control, creating context for the findings to sit in. The method 

of directed content analysis strongly based on the extensive theoretical framework also ensured 

personal interpretation and bias were kept to a minimum.  

 While this research is limited to Remedy Entertainmentôs Control, its findings are not. 

Understanding how architecture, more specifically Brutalism can be employed to build a 

dystopian world, narratively and aesthetically, while also enhancing immersion, is beneficial to 

game developers, researchers and players alike. Players can acquire a greater understanding of 

architecture and its underlying ideologies and developers can build better, more detailed worlds 

with the use of architecture for its narrative and aesthetic qualities. 

 With the aforementioned lack of emphasis on architecture in the process of world 

building in game reviews in mind, possible future research could analyse to what extent video 

game players actively observe and interpret the architecture presented to them in video game 

worlds. While it is clear developers put thought into every detail of the environment, do players 

passively glance over the architecture while focussing primarily on objectives presented to 

them? Additionally, the apparent revival of Brutalismôs popularity should certainly be 

researched further, specifically in relation to modern media. To what extent does representation 

of Brutalism (or any style) on social media platforms such as Instagram influence peopleôs 

views on that architectural style in the real world? Lastly and perhaps most interestingly, 

researching Control, I encountered Moshe Linkeôs (2019) game Neo-Brutalism of Tomorrow. 

This game plays with the idea of the virtual space itself being the main experience. It is a virtual 

art gallery inside a Brutalist museum playing with lights, shadows and sounds. In the same way 

Control drew me to it through its architecture, it should be researched whether there is place in 

the field of video games for games where simply experiencing the virtual space is the game.  
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It should at last be noted that this study is intrinsically international in nature. Remedy 

Entertainment is a Finnish development studio, who have produced a game where an American 

protagonist traverses a world inspired by an originally French architectural style, published to 

be enjoyed by a worldwide audience and ultimately researched by a Dutch communication & 

media student.  

 

To finally be read by you. 
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How does Control use 
Brutalism to build a 
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world?

World building & 
Architecture
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Appendix A 

Figure 1. Coding Frame 
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Appendix B 

Table 1. Coding Table 

Selective Codes (Themes) Axial Codes (Categories) Open Codes (Quotes/visuals) 

World Building & Architecture Narrative ñThe map is designed to make 

you feel lost and smaller than 

you actually are, and that works 

incredibly.ò 

  ñThere were times where I felt I 

was inferior and that the building 

itself was alive and watching my 

every move. That is remarkable 

level design.ò 

 Visuals ñControlôs tight, structurally 

speaking, and almost 

overbearingly brutalist in its 

architectureò 

  21:50 Visible use of Carlos 

Scarpa-like repetition of shapes 

in concrete. 

 Immersion ñBeing able to see Jesseôs 

reflection in television screens, 

on posters, in The Oldest 

Houseôs display casesò 

  2:16:27 Destroyed glass panes 

fall down and dangle realistically 

Science Fiction & Dystopias Interplay Fiction & Reality ñThe dance between fact and 

fiction is at the heart of Control's 

settingò 

  ñcontrast between The Oldest 

Houseôs boring government 

office facade and the 

supernatural elements at war 

withinò 
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 Dystopian Characteristics ñwhat started as a very utopian 

and idealistic architecture has 

come to represent oppression 

and bureaucracy and many 

negative things.ò 

  6:31:21 Langston mentions 

Panopticon, concept used in 

dystopian stories such as 

Yevgeny Zamyatinôs óWEô 

 Science Fiction Elements 6:57 Floating objects in opening 

scene, first sign of fictional 

universe 

  ñwe wanted to create a 

compelling interesting world 

which is full of mystery and 

supernatural phenomena.ò 

Mechanics & Technology Gameplay Mechanics ñThe game is about more than its 

off-the-wall narrative and its 

empowering combat. In fact, I 

think the gameôs best facet is its 

focus on exploration.ò 

  ñControl delivers the story via 

audio and video tapes, as well as 

ñclassifiedò documentsò 

 Visual Technology ñvery impressive real-time ray 

tracing technology (better known 

as RTX) that touches every 

aspect of the environment.ò 

  1:05:48 Reflecting lights on 

glossy floor  

 Interactivity ñwe have pushed the dynamic 

destruction and physics as far as 

we possibly couldò 

  18:50 After slamming into the 

floor, a destruction in the 

concrete is left visible. 
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Appendix C 

Collected Data 

 

Gameplay Video 

1. https://youtu.be/1f04lNyn4y0  

 

Game Reviews 

1. Ron Burke A feast for the mind and the eye ï Control review ï GAMING TREND 

2. Kosta Andreadis Control Review - AusGamers.com  

3. Nicholas Scibetta Review: Control is a supernatural action masterpiece | GameCrate 

4. Jon Sutton Control review - by Game-Debate 

5. Johnathon Dornbush Control Review - IGN 

6. Hayden Dingman Control review: So good, you might finally stop asking for Alan 

Wake 2 | PCWorld 

7. Sam Loveridge Control review: ñA game weôll be talking about for generationsò | 

GamesRadar+ 

8. Cosmin Vasile Control Review (PC) 

9. Tim Geoffrey Control Review - Pulsating rhythmical Remedy - Critical Hit 

10. Ben Walker Control Review: Intriguing supernatural combat with a lacklustre story - 

Daily Star 

11. Peter Brown Control Review - An Action-Packed Paranormal Portal - GameSpot 

12. Alessio Palumbo Control Review - Full-on Paranatural Remedy Metroidvania Action 

 

Interviews 

1. Victor Lucas https://youtu.be/WKCMaXjrBtM?list=WL 

2. Simone de Rochefort https://youtu.be/7n7ylXPueYE?list=WL 

3. Geoff Keighley https://youtu.be/Pc5smFjc9Jo?list=WL 

4. Paul Philieo https://youtu.be/U0Jd4KzuxdM 

https://youtu.be/1f04lNyn4y0
https://www.gamingtrend.com/feature/reviews/a-feast-for-the-mind-and-the-eye-control-review
https://www.ausgamers.com/games/control/review/
https://www.gamecrate.com/reviews/review-control-supernatural-action-masterpiece/23968
https://game-debate.com/articles/3190/control/erase-her-head-control-review
https://www.ign.com/articles/2019/08/26/control-review-2
https://www.pcworld.com/article/3434060/control-review-so-good-you-might-finally-stop-asking-for-alan-wake-2.html
https://www.pcworld.com/article/3434060/control-review-so-good-you-might-finally-stop-asking-for-alan-wake-2.html
https://www.gamesradar.com/control-review-remedy-games/
https://www.gamesradar.com/control-review-remedy-games/
https://www.softpedia.com/reviews/games/pc/control-review-527259.shtml
https://www.criticalhit.net/review/control-review/
https://www.dailystar.co.uk/tech/reviews/control-review-game-pc-remedy-19006737
https://www.dailystar.co.uk/tech/reviews/control-review-game-pc-remedy-19006737
https://www.gamespot.com/reviews/control-review-an-action-packed-paranormal-portal/1900-6417278/
https://wccftech.com/review/control-full-on-paranatural-remedy-metroidvania-action/
https://youtu.be/WKCMaXjrBtM?list=WL
https://youtu.be/7n7ylXPueYE?list=WL
https://youtu.be/Pc5smFjc9Jo?list=WL
https://youtu.be/U0Jd4KzuxdM
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