
Visit any video game publication and you'll likely find one of these two games on the 

first few pages. Both have made extended appearances in end of the year lists for their aesthetic 

cohesiveness, singular natures, and their revolutionizing of the way in which video games are 

played and experienced. Rather than investigate their successes separately, I chose to discuss 

their qualities in comparison with one another—after all, both games are similar in their attention 

to and experimentation with the player's derivation of meaning from the game. Bastion uses an 

omnipresent narrator versed in the oral tradition of Westerns to gradually expose the origin and 

extent of the Calamity, while Portal 2 uses an amalgamation of motion, sound, and visual cues to 

inform the player on the origin and extent of Aperture Science's foundation and tests. Both 

games are lauded for these very approaches, and, in spite of a few issues we'll discuss here, both 

games deserve the critical attention.  

Before I finished Bastion, I was going to claim Portal 2 as the better of the two games: I 

found the approach of the former to be as problematic as it is interesting. For those who have 

played it, the aspect that sticks out the most is not the game's mechanics but the narrator, an ally 

of the Kid and the main vehicle for the game's narration. In an opening scene that will likely go 

down in gaming history, the isometric view allows a view of the Kid on his face; when the player 

presses the corresponding button to move, the narrator's statement mirrors the action on screen: 

"He gets up." 

As noted by others, this is a novel way to introduce a game. As much as developers 

attempt to sync the in-game action with auditory cues, few do so in a way as explicit as Bastion. 

But when we take the time to analyze the ways in which the game chooses to do so, we find the 

reason behind this lack of experimentation—more often than not, Bastion's narrator refuses to 

create meaning as much as repeat it. 


