returnal tv tropes

returnal tv tropes refers to the recurring themes, narrative devices, and character
archetypes found in the critically acclaimed video game Returnal. Developed by
Housemarque and released for the PlayStation 5, Returnal is a roguelike third-person
shooter that combines intense gameplay with a complex and psychologically rich story.
The game’s narrative structure and gameplay mechanics make it fertile ground for
analysis through the lens of TV tropes, which are common storytelling conventions across
various media. This article explores the key tropes present in Returnal, examining how
they contribute to the game's immersive experience and thematic depth. Understanding
these tropes provides insight into the game’s storytelling techniques, character
development, and atmospheric design. The discussion will cover the primary tropes, their
manifestations in the game, and their impact on player engagement and narrative
interpretation.
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Understanding Returnal’s Narrative Structure

Returnal’s story is delivered through a non-linear, cyclical narrative that aligns with its
roguelike gameplay mechanics. The protagonist, Selene Vassos, finds herself trapped on
an alien planet, Atropos, and caught in a time loop that resets upon each death. This
narrative structure embodies several classic storytelling tropes that contribute to the
game’s unique appeal and emotional resonance.

The Time Loop Trope

The core narrative device in Returnal is the time loop, a trope where a character relives
the same period repeatedly, often with slight variations. This trope allows the game to
explore themes of memory, trauma, and existential despair. Each loop provides
Selene—and the player—with new information, gradually unveiling the mystery of Atropos
and her own past. The time loop trope is central to the game’s storytelling, reinforcing the
feeling of entrapment and the struggle to break free.

Mysterious Past and Unreliable Memories

Returnal employs the trope of a protagonist with a fragmented or obscured past, which is
a common device in narrative-driven games and media. Selene’s memories are unreliable



and incomplete, revealed through environmental storytelling, audio logs, and cryptic
visions. This trope deepens the psychological complexity of the narrative, inviting players
to piece together the truth alongside the character.

Environmental Storytelling as a Narrative Device

The game’s world design uses environmental storytelling, a trope where the setting itself
conveys story elements without explicit exposition. Atropos is filled with ruins, alien
technology, and cryptic symbols that hint at the planet’s history and Selene’s connection
to it. This subtle method of storytelling encourages exploration and engagement, making
the environment an active participant in the narrative.

Key Character Tropes in Returnal

Returnal features characters and character archetypes that embody various well-
established tropes, contributing to its rich narrative tapestry. The protagonist and her
interactions with the world and unseen forces exemplify several key tropes that enhance
the emotional and thematic layers of the game.

The Reluctant Hero

Selene fits the “reluctant hero” trope, as she is thrust into a hostile and unfamiliar world
without clear purpose or desire for heroism. Instead of seeking to save the world, her
primary motivation is survival and escape. This trope adds a layer of realism and
vulnerability, distinguishing her from more traditional, heroic figures in video games.

The Haunting Past

The trope of a character haunted by their past is central to Selene’s characterization.
Throughout the game, she confronts visions and memories of her previous life, which drive
the emotional narrative and influence her actions. This trope enhances the psychological
horror aspect of the game, making the story more personal and immersive.

Invisible Antagonist

Returnal utilizes the “invisible antagonist” trope, where the primary enemy or threat is not
a single visible villain but the environment, the time loop itself, and unseen cosmic forces.
This creates a pervasive sense of dread and uncertainty, as Selene battles not only
physical creatures but also metaphysical challenges.

Gameplay and Environmental Tropes

The gameplay mechanics and environmental design of Returnal incorporate several
recognizable tropes that contribute to the game’s identity as a challenging and
atmospheric roguelike shooter. These tropes influence both player expectations and the
overall experience.



Roguelike Mechanics

Returnal heavily features the “roguelike” trope, characterized by procedurally generated
levels, permadeath, and repeated attempts to progress further. This gameplay loop
complements the narrative time loop, reinforcing the themes of repetition and struggle.
The roguelike trope demands skill, adaptation, and perseverance from players.

Alien World Exploration

The trope of exploring a mysterious alien world is central to Returnal’s environmental
design. The planet Atropos is filled with diverse biomes, hostile creatures, and hidden
secrets. This trope encourages curiosity and discovery, motivating players to delve deeper
into the game’s world despite its dangers.

Environmental Hazards and Traps

Returnal incorporates common environmental hazard tropes such as traps, hostile fauna,
and shifting terrain. These elements increase tension and challenge, requiring players to
remain vigilant and strategic in their approach. The presence of environmental hazards
enhances the immersive and threatening atmosphere of Atropos.

Unlockable Abilities and Progression

The game uses the trope of gradual skill and equipment upgrades, allowing players to
unlock new abilities and weapons as they progress. This trope maintains player
engagement by providing a sense of growth and empowerment despite the repetitive
nature of the gameplay loop.

Psychological and Horror Elements

Returnal integrates psychological horror tropes that elevate its narrative beyond typical
action games. These elements contribute to the unsettling atmosphere and complex
emotional experience that defines the game.

Body Horror and Alien Influence

The trope of body horror is present through Selene’s physical transformations and
interactions with alien parasites and technology. This grotesque element underscores
themes of loss of control and identity, intensifying the horror aspect of the narrative.

Isolation and Madness

Returnal evokes the “isolation” trope, emphasizing Selene’s solitude on a hostile planet.
This isolation is compounded by the time loop, which can induce feelings of madness and
despair. The game portrays a psychological descent that reflects classic horror and thriller
storytelling conventions.



Unreliable Reality and Hallucinations

The game frequently blurs the line between reality and hallucination, using visual and
auditory distortions to depict Selene’s mental state. This trope challenges players’
perceptions and adds layers of ambiguity to the narrative, encouraging multiple
interpretations of events.

Impact of Tropes on Player Experience

The incorporation of various tropes in Returnal shapes the player’s emotional journey and
engagement with the game. These tropes work synergistically to create a compelling,
immersive experience that balances challenge, storytelling, and atmosphere.

Enhanced Narrative Engagement

By utilizing familiar tropes such as the time loop and haunted past, Returnal invites
players to actively piece together its story. This engagement deepens investment in the
protagonist’s fate and the mysteries of Atropos, fostering a stronger emotional connection.

Increased Challenge and Replayability

The roguelike and environmental hazard tropes ensure that gameplay remains challenging
and unpredictable. This unpredictability, combined with narrative developments unveiled
on each loop, encourages repeated playthroughs and sustained interest.

Atmospheric Immersion

The psychological horror and alien world tropes contribute to a rich, immersive
atmosphere that distinguishes Returnal from other shooters. Players experience a blend of
tension, curiosity, and dread that enhances the overall impact of the game.

Player Identification with the Protagonist

Through the reluctant hero and haunted past tropes, players can empathize with Selene’s
struggles and vulnerabilities. This identification makes the narrative more personal and
compelling, elevating the storytelling beyond standard genre conventions.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main TV trope showcased in the game
Returnal?

Returnal prominently features the 'Groundhog Day Loop' trope, where the protagonist
relives the same events repeatedly with variations each time.

How does Returnal use the 'Unreliable Narrator' trope?

Returnal employs the 'Unreliable Narrator' trope by presenting Selene's memories and
perceptions that may be distorted, leaving players questioning what is real and what is
hallucination.

Does Returnal incorporate the 'Amnesia' trope?

Yes, the protagonist Selene exhibits signs of the 'Amnesia’' trope, as she struggles to recall
her past and understand the mysterious planet she is trapped on.

What role does the 'Time Loop' trope play in Returnal's
narrative?

The 'Time Loop' trope is central to Returnal’s story, as Selene is caught in a cycle of dying
and respawning on the alien planet, with each loop revealing more about the story and
world.

Is the 'Reluctant Hero' trope present in Returnal?

Returnal features the 'Reluctant Hero' trope, as Selene is initially focused on her mission
and survival, but gradually is forced to confront deeper personal and existential
challenges.

How does Returnal illustrate the 'Mystery Box' trope?

Returnal uses the 'Mystery Box' trope by gradually revealing its story and lore through
cryptic messages, artifacts, and environmental storytelling, encouraging players to piece
together the narrative.

Does Returnal feature the 'Body Horror' trope?

Yes, Returnal incorporates elements of 'Body Horror' through disturbing alien creatures
and the transformation effects on Selene, enhancing the game’s eerie and unsettling
atmosphere.

What is the significance of the 'Isolation’' trope in



Returnal?

The 'Isolation' trope is significant in Returnal, as Selene is stranded alone on an alien
planet, emphasizing feelings of loneliness and vulnerability that drive the emotional tone
of the game.

How does Returnal utilize the 'Non-Linear Storytelling'
trope?

Returnal employs 'Non-Linear Storytelling' by revealing its narrative out of chronological
order through flashbacks, hallucinations, and fragmented memories, creating a complex
and immersive story experience.

Additional Resources

1. Echoes of the Loop: Exploring Returnal’s Time Trap

This book delves into the central trope of Returnal—the time loop—and how it shapes the
narrative and gameplay experience. It analyzes the psychological impact of repeating
cycles on the protagonist and how this motif is used in other media. Readers will gain
insight into the emotional and storytelling complexities behind endless repetition.

2. Alien Worlds and Haunting Atmospheres: The Sci-Fi Horror of Returnal

Focusing on the eerie and hostile alien environment of Returnal, this book examines the
blend of science fiction and horror tropes. It discusses how isolation, unknown creatures,
and unsettling landscapes create tension and fear. The book also compares Returnal’s
setting with other iconic sci-fi horror stories.

3. The Unreliable Narrator in Video Games: A Returnal Case Study

This book explores the trope of the unreliable narrator through the lens of Returnal’s
protagonist, Selene. It investigates how fragmented memories and distorted realities
affect player perception and narrative trust. The analysis extends to similar uses of
unreliable narration in interactive media.

4. Fighting Fate: The Hero’s Struggle Against Predestination in Returnal

Examining the theme of battling against a predetermined destiny, this book discusses how
Returnal’s story challenges the concept of fate. It highlights the protagonist’s
determination to break free from the endless cycle and the broader implications of free
will versus determinism in storytelling.

5. Death and Resurrection: The Cycle of Life in Returnal

This title focuses on the recurring cycle of death and rebirth central to Returnal’s
gameplay and narrative. It explores how this trope is used to symbolize growth, learning,
and transformation. The book also looks at cultural and mythological parallels to this
concept.

6. Psychological Horror and Identity Crisis in Returnal

Delving into the psychological horror elements of Returnal, this book examines themes of
identity, trauma, and mental disintegration. It discusses how the game uses unsettling
imagery and narrative ambiguity to evoke a sense of dread and confusion. The book



compares these themes to similar portrayals in literature and film.

7. The Rogue-like Revolution: Returnal and Procedural Storytelling

This book investigates how Returnal integrates rogue-like gameplay mechanics with
narrative structure. It explores the use of procedural generation to create dynamic
storytelling experiences and the impact on player engagement. The book also covers the
evolution of rogue-like games toward more story-driven designs.

8. Female Protagonists in Sci-Fi Games: Selene’s Journey in Returnal

Highlighting the significance of Selene as a strong female lead, this book examines her
character development and representation in a male-dominated genre. It discusses how
Returnal portrays complex emotions and resilience through her story. The book places
Selene within the broader context of female heroes in science fiction gaming.

9. Artifacts and Memory: The Use of Collectibles in Returnal’s Narrative

This book analyzes the trope of using artifacts and collectibles to reveal story layers in
Returnal. It explores how in-game items contribute to world-building and character
backstory. The discussion includes the effectiveness of environmental storytelling and
player-driven discovery in enhancing narrative depth.
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