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Many contemporary digital games and VR experiences — including the Assassin’s Creed series of historical
games — claim to provide realistic representations of places or people. But how is this realism achieved and
which places and people get included?

To answer this question, GAMEINDEX focuses on indexical representations — traces of real-life objects or
people in the simulated worlds of digital games and VR. Such indices include 3D scans of buildings or the
likenesses and performances of actors who provide motion capture data. GAMEINDEX will investigate
indexical representation in digital games and VR using the following methods: 1) ethnographic on-site
research of indexical techniques, such as motion capture and photogrammetry, 2) qualitative analyses of
selected games that represent peripheral locations or groups of people, 3) analysis of the public discourse
about indexical techniques. In the final step, the project will synthesize empirical findings into a theory that
will chart the relationships between production practices, game content, and public discourse, elucidating
political and aesthetic dimensions of indexicality.

Due to the pressures to succeed on the globalized market, games have underrepresented and misrepresented
peripheral locations and underprivileged groups of people. So far, studies of representation in games have
focused on tropes and stereotypes within the games’ content. Thanks to its focus on indexicality,
GAMEINDEX will provide a breakthrough in the study of media representations by transcending close
readings and content analysis and studying how representation arises in the production process. The resulting
theory will serve as a tool for critique, helping us understand how real locations and people are being
exploited and reconfigured into entertainment products. At the same time, it will provide inspiration for
developers to create more diverse and just representations of real-world phenomena.

No secondary panel has been selected.
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Section a: Extended Synopsis of the scientific proposal

Introduction

The appeal of digital games, and by extension VR, has often been connected to the virtual nature of game
worlds, allowing for escapism and power fantasy (Calleja 2010; Hussain et al. 2021; Bailes 2019). But
games also refer to real-life people and locations; in fact, they have become one of the primary media of
virtual tourism through which users, and especially young people, gain experience with distant or otherwise
inaccessible spaces (Salmond and Salmond 2016; Lamerichs 2018). They may, for example, roam the
American West in Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar San Diego 2010), walk round 18" century Paris in
Assassin’s Creed: Unity (Ubisoft Montréal 2014), or immerse themselves in various historical locations in
Assassin’s Creed Nexus VR (Ubisoft Red Storm 2023). In effect, digital games and VR are considered
suitable media for the representation of cultural heritage, including both material culture (buildings,
crafts) and intangible heritage (including language and folklore) (Chapman 2018; Mochocki 2021; Sisler et
al. 2022). Both virtual tourism and heritage representation presume a “realistic” or “authentic” experience of
such spaces. But how is this realism and authenticity constructed? Game developers recreate famous
landmarks and tend to boast that they gather enormous quantities of reference material (Poiron 2021). To
achieve photorealistic graphics, they use techniques such as photogrammetry (the technology of
constructing 3D models out of photographic images) or motion capture (recording animation data using
motion sensors placed on real-life actors). These techniques can be called indexical, based on the concept of
index, which originates in Peirce’s semiotic theory (Peirce 1991).

In simplified terms, index is a sign that establishes a reference through causal or physical
connection. Smoke, for instance, can be understood as an index of a fire. In contrast, an icon does the work
of signification based on an outward resemblance — a pictogram of a fire would then be an icon of fire.
Finally, a symbol establishes a reference based on a social convention such as natural language — the word
“fire” would then be a symbol of fire. In Peirce’s theory, an index can be both a trace (like a track in the
snow) and a peinter (a pointing index finger or indexical word such as “here” or “there”) (Peirce 1991).
Digital games (and other virtual spaces) may be indexical both in terms of traces (by using indexical
techniques such a photogrammetry) and pointers (by reference to particular real-world people or locations).

Indexicality has strong aesthetic and political implications for the content of digital games. As the
game industry has been dominated by U.S. and Japanese companies (Kerr 2017), the representation of
various places and regions has been significantly inequal (Ash and Gallacher 2011). If they have a real
counterpart, video game spaces are often based on locations central to Anglo-Saxon or Japanese culture, and
peripheral locations and cultural heritage sites are missing or misrepresented. This has been documented in
the cases of the Middle East (Sisler 2008), Latin America (Penix-Tadsen 2016), and India (Mukherjee 2017;
2022), but it also applies to the former Soviet bloc.

In 2014, the Polish company The Astronauts released the horror game The Vanishing of Ethan
Carter, whose story takes place in the rural United States, a typical setting of Western horror fiction.
However, the landscape in the game — modelled using photogrammetry (Statham 2020) — was a close
facsimile of a part of the Karkonosze mountains in Poland, complete with local landmarks, such as the Vang
church in the town of Karpacz (see Fig.1).

Fig. 1. The Vang Church in the Polish town of Karpacz as photographed in real life (left, source: Wikimedia Commons)
and in The Vanishing of Ethan Carter (The Astronauts 2014), where it is narratively “relocated” into the United States.
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On the other hand, there has been an observable trend of games made in (semi)peripheral locations that
are also set in those locations (Majkowski 2018; Fousek Krobova, Janik, and Svelch 2022). A case in point
might be the Swiss horror game Mundaun (Hidden Fields 2021), which takes place in the Swiss Alps and
features voiceovers in the Romansch language. Likewise, the successful Czech independent game Hobo:
Tough Life (Perun Creative 2017) takes place in a composite Czech city and renders its graphics using
material photographed in real-life locations throughout the country.

Main objectives

So far, studies of representation in games have focused almost exclusively on the analysis of tropes and
stereotypes related to general demographic categories such as gender, race, ethnicity, or age (Williams et al.
2009; Burgess et al. 2011; Malkowski and Russworm 2017). Tropes and stereotypes are symbolic rather than
indexical because they are based on established conventions — conventional ways of representing a specific
social phenomenon or a social group. In the research of games as well as other media, such research employs
methods such as close reading (Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum 2011) or content analysis (Williams et al. 2009;
Valeriano and Habel 2016) that primarily center on the representational content of games. Recently,
materialist media theory has pointed out the limitations of this approach, and suggested to consider
representation “a material practice with material effects.” (Bollmer 2019a, 39; see also Flusser 2011). A
similar direction has been suggested by Winston (1985), who showed that the chemical properties of early
colour film stock were designed to best reproduce the skin tones of white people — meaning that the material
and technical aspects of the medium must be taken into account when studying ideologies in the media.

GAMEINDEX will shift the focus of representation studies from the symbolic and the iconic to
the indexical, which necessarily entails a relationship between an individual real-world object or person and
its trace or pointer. This approach can provide a much-needed breakthrough in the study of representation in
digital games (and other digital media) by enriching the examination of artifacts with an analysis and critique
of the production processes. An approach that combines artifact-oriented and production-oriented research
will allow us to ask new questions and trace more complex relationships, for example between the lack of
representation of diverse body types and both the availability of stock 3D models and the choices made
during the casting of motion capture performers — or between the lack of many peripheral locations in digital
games and the costs and complexity of 3D scanning and photogrammetry.

GAMEINDEX will be the first project to systematically study indexicality in digital games and
virtual spaces. The project will entail a range of empirical studies of indexical production practices and
indexical representation in games and VR. These will be presented in the form of traditional academic genres
such as articles and conference papers, as well as in formats that enable participatory research and
application of findings — namely a database and an interactive map of locations and landmarks featured in a
sample of digital games. The empirical research will inform a new theory of indexicality in games and
virtual spaces. Besides this theoretical intervention, it will offer tools for analysis and critique, allowing us to
see how reality is being exploited and reconfigured into entertainment products viable on the global
market. Following the latest developments in the game industry, it will also examine the potential of games
to portray a wider range of places and spaces, allowing for more just and diverse representations of
various locations.

The goals of GAMEINDEX
Basic research goals Application-oriented goals
Empirical Produce empirical knowledge of | Build a database and a map of the
indexical techniques and representations. | representation of selected locations in
games.
Understand why and how indexical | Facilitate a broader discussion and a
representation is included in games. participatory engagement in mapping of

indexicality in games.
Theoretical | Create a theory of indexicality for | Create a toolkit for analysis and critique of
games and VR. indexical representation.

Understand political and aesthetic | Explore the potential of indexical
aspects of indexicality. representation for more just and diverse
representation.
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Thanks to its interdisciplinary nature, the results of GAMEINDEX will not only advance the
research on digital games but also scholarship in other related media and applications. Thanks to
technological convergence between all media that uses 3D graphics, the results of the project will also be
applicable to virtual reality works, spatial simulations for presenting cultural heritage, as well as to
animated film and CGI in feature film or television.

Theoretical background

GAMEINDEX will encompass the ontological, aesthetic, and political aspects of indexicality in games and
other virtual spaces. It will therefore draw theoretical inspiration from a wide range of disciplines including
semiotics, film studies, media production studies, game studies, as well as from scholarship on creative
industries and political economy of media; due to its focus on the political nature of the index, it will also
draw from postcolonial scholarship and gender studies.

Film theory has long discussed the indexicality of film and photography (Wollen 2013). The
photographic image is usually believed to be both iconic, since it bears visual resemblance to the original
scene, and indexical, since it is constituted from traces of rays of light reflecting from the photographed
surfaces (Geimer 2007; Seppanen 2017). This indexicality gives film a claim to authenticity and realism
(Bazin 1960; 1967) and a “privileged relation to the real” (Doane 2007, 132), utilized prominently in
documentary film (see Koutras 2023). Digital film technology including digital cameras, post-processing,
and CGI has left the indexicality of the film weakened (Rubinstein and Sluis 2013; Soderman 2007),
although not eliminated (Gunning 2008).

When compared to film, digital games might seem to lack indexicality altogether — they construct (or
“render”) an image from artificially created components rather than reflect (real or staged) events taking
place in front of a camera (see Doane 2007). Nevertheless, games have been using indexical techniques
for decades to boost photorealism, starting with rotoscoping (an animation technique based on tracing
photographs by hand) or using digitized photography in as background graphics (Bollmer 2019b).

Some of the indexical techniques used in digital games have been explored in film and radio studies,
although only very briefly. As pointed out by film scholar Tanine Allison, motion capture is a “fascinating
hybrid between indexical forms of representation and digital technologies.” (Allison 2011, 334) In the Peter
Jackson film King Kong, the Kong is animated using motion capture data of a performance by the actor
Andy Serkis, becoming “an instantiation of the indexical that takes the form of animation.” (Allison 2011,
335). Contemporary big-budget video games use motion capture for a majority of animation (see Fig. 2);
some games such as the God of War or Monster Hunter series, even use performances by human actors to
animate monsters and reptiles (Jaroslav Svelch 2023). The indexical nature of sound effects, discussed in the
case of radio plays (White 2005), is also important in digital games that use ambient sounds or sound effects
to increase immersion and a sense of place.
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Fig. 2. Motion capture of actors Shannon Woodward and Ashley Johnson for the Last of Us Part II (Naughty Dog
2020). The actors provided both motion data and voice work for the characters. Source: (GameSpot 2022).

Unlike in film and photography, indexicality has not been studied in digital games, save for several
scattered works. Existing research has shown the important role of indices within digital game storytelling,
such as the inclusion of tracks and traces in detective games (Fernandez-Vara 2011); indices have also been
discussed as a part of a larger semiotics of games (Grabarczyk 2021). There is some, mostly technical,
literature on individual indexical techniques (Menache 2011; Statham 2020). Several isolated works have
focused on “documentary” games that attempt to reconstruct real-life events (Raessens 2006; Bogost and
Poremba 2008), and on realism in games (Dormans 2011). Studies of historical games have discussed the
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accuracy and authenticity of historical representations and gauged the potential of games to present
various forms of cultural heritage (Chapman 2018; Mochocki 2021; Sisler et al. 2022). The production
processes, labor issues, and power dynamics within the game industry have been studied by the emerging
subfield of game production studies, which inspire GAMEINDEX’s methodology (Sotamaa and Svelch
2021; Keogh 2023; Cote and Harris 2023). In the cases of motion capture and voice acting, indexicality is
also connected to labor issues — often, performers receive inadequate credit or remuneration for their work
on games (Mihailova 2016), leading to tensions between actors’ organizations and the game industry, which
have manifested in the 2016-2017 actors’ strike against major game studios (Jan Svelch and Svelch 2022b).
This issue is becoming even more pressing at a time when artificial intelligence applications may be used to
generate new voiceovers or realistic-looking videos from existing footage of an individual performer.

Thanks to the focus on the relational, dynamic nature of the index, this project will be able to bridge
three approaches in the study of games that have been largely separated: the humanities-inspired research of
games as objects, the social-scientific research of game development as a creative industry, and the
computer science-based research of digital games (and VR) technology.

Methodology and execution

Indexicality in digital spaces is a complex issue that will require a multi-pronged approach combining
theoretical and empirical work and a collaboration of a team of researchers over five years of the project. The
goal is to create a theory that is empirically informed and widely applicable to real-life examples. While
work packages WP1 and WP5 are theoretical, the work packages WP2—4 will involve the most labor-
intensive empirical parts of the research. Given the exploratory nature of this research, GAMEINDEX will
primarily use qualitative methods: ethnography, textual analysis (with an emphasis on semiotics), and
discourse analysis. Sample and case study selection will be partially determined by the specializations of the
PhD and postdoctoral team members. The research will be divided into the following work packages,
described in more detail in Part B2:

WP1 — Critical review of theories and histories of indexicality

This WP entails the necessary theoretical and historical work that precedes empirical research and will build
the conceptual framework and a hermeneutic for further analysis of games and VR apps as artifacts. It also
compiles contextual data on cultural and economic policies that affect the use of indexical techniques, and
the legal issues associated with reproducing architecture and human likenesses.

WP2 — Ethnographies of indexical techniques in game development practice

Objectives: Gain empirical knowledge of indexical techniques (such as motion capture, photogrammetry,
voice recording). We will be especially interested in (1) the material affordances and constraints of the
techniques and (2) routines, values, and key decision-making points of game industry practitioners and in
the impact of these routines and decisions on the aesthetic and political dimensions of indexicality. E.g.:
What is the rationale for setting a digital game or VR experience in a local peripheral space? How are
scanned objects or textures manipulated to fit the constraints of game-making tools or to achieve a certain
aesthetic? How do voice over professionals treat local or regional accents in speech? To what extent do
studios use ready-made stock 3D models and textures from commercial libraries such as Quixel Megascans?

Method: Participant observation and interviews in game development studios based in the Czech Republic
and/or other EU countries, inspired by so-called studio studies (O’Donnell 2014; Whitson 2020).

WP3 — Analysis of indexicality in games/VR apps as media artifacts

Objectives: Identify, examine, evaluate, and categorize indexical representations in a selected corpus of
games and VR experiences, both as traces and pointers. Critically assess the conventional uses of
indexicality and identify the potential contribution of peripherally produced games to a greater diversity of
virtual spaces. Build a database and a virtual map of the games in the corpus that can be used and
expanded by other researchers and stakeholders.

Method: Qualitative multimodal game analysis following the hermeneutic developed in WP1 and adapting
existing models of game analysis (Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum 2011; Ferndndez-Vara 2015; Sisler, Radde-
Antweiler, and Zeiler 2019). Focus groups with stakeholders from represented places or groups of people.
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WP4 — Reflection of indexical techniques in the discourse about digital games

Objectives: Identify the aesthetic, political, and other values embodied in public discourse about
indexicality. Evaluate how indexical techniques are presented in relation to the claims of “realism,”
“immersion,” or “authenticity”. Examine how indexicality is presented to the public and to industry
practitioners as a part of the game industry’s industrial reflexivity (Caldwell 2008).

Method: Thematic analysis and discourse analysis applied to a corpus of journalistic texts and paratextual
and metatextual material (manuals, “making-of™ articles and videos, press releases, reviews, etc.).

WPS5 — Synthesis and theory building

Comparative analysis of the empirical case studies and a synthesis of the findings, culminating in a theory of
indexicality in digital games and VR. The theory will chart the relationships between production practices,
game content, and public discourse. It will elucidate both pelitical and aesthetic dimensions of indexicality,
mapping (a) how the structures of power within the game industry affect the production process, and which
regions or groups are exploited in the process, and (b) what are the specific audiovisual features associated
with indexical representation.

The project will be executed by a team of seven researchers — me as the PI, focusing on theoretical work
and intellectual leadership, a senior researcher specializing in the political economy of game production
(and therefore complementing my expertise), two postdocs (one on WP2 and the other one on WP4), two
doctoral students (one on WP2 and the other on WP3), and a research assistant (managing the corpora and
providing research support). The team will be supported by a part-time programmer who will design, code,
and maintain the database and the map software, and by a grant administrator appointed by the hosting
institution. When hiring post-docs and doctoral students, I will prioritize regional diversity, so that
empirical research can focus on different countries or regions, creating opportunities for comparative studies.
Research progress will be periodically consulted with an international advisory board, which will include
scholars cited in this application, such as Tanine Allison, Amanda Cote, or Pawet Grabarczyk (full list
provided in Part B2).

The project might face several risks, especially in data collection. The game industry is notoriously
secretive and only discloses carefully selected information about the behind-the-scenes operations
(O’Donnell 2014). This risk will be mitigated thanks to the close relationships with industry players that my
research group has established over the previous years. A detailed risk assessment is included in Part B2.

My qualification to lead the project

As shown in my track record, I have opened many new previously unexplored topics in digital game
studies, including history of game productions in the former Soviet bloc (Svelch 2018), monstrosity in
digital games (Svelch 2023), and digital games and comedy (Bonello Rutter Giappone, Majkowski, and
Svelch 2022). I am therefore ready to tackle the challenge of studying indexicality as another frontier topic in
game studies and media studies. My previous work on peripheral and hyperlocal game productions
(Svelch 2021b; 2021a) and voice acting in digital games (Jan Svelch and Jaroslav Svelch 2022b; 2022a)
foreshadows GAMEINDEX’s focus on indexical representations. Throughout my career, I have embraced
interdisciplinarity and mixed-method approaches as I believe that many conundrums of media theory and
game studies can only be answered using deep empirical knowledge of real-life practices of production and
reception.

I have substantial PI experience. Since 2020, I have been the PI of the Prague Game Production
Studies Group, which has six members at various stages of their careers.! The team has published in top
journals in the field (including New Media & Society, Games and Culture, and Game Studies) and recently
received HORIZON funding within the HORIZON-CL2-2023-HERITAGE-01-06 call to work on the
GAME-ER project starting in 2024 (although my workload in it will be low). I have also been active in
building research communities, having co-founded the Central and Eastern European Game Studies
(CEEGS) conference. My extensive network of contacts will allow me to find suitable post-docs and PhD
students and to implement the most state-of-the-art knowledge within digital game studies.

I See the website at https://gameproductionstudies.fsv.cuni.cz/.
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Section b: Curriculum vitae and Track Record

PERSONAL DETAILS

Family name, First name: Svelch Jaroslav

ORCID: 0000-0001-9918-8346 / Scopus ID: 34977638700 / WoS Researcher ID 1-6931-2017
Date of birth: 8 April 1981

Nationality: Czech

URL for web site: https://svelch.com/

e Education and key qualifications

2023 Habilitation in the field of Film, TV, and photographic arts, and new media
Film and Television Faculty, The Academy of Performing Arts in Prague
2013 PhD in Media Studies
Department of Media Studies, Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles University, Czechia
2011 Master of Arts in Linguistics and Phonetics/Translation and Interpretation (English)
Faculty of Arts (cross-departmental degree), Charles University, Czechia
2005 Master of Arts in Media Studies

Department of Media Studies, Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles University, Czechia
e Current position(s)

2010-now Department of Media Studies, Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles University, Czechia
Associate professor (since 2023), assistant professor (2010-2023), on leave (2017-2019)
2022—now Department of Game Design, Film and Television Faculty, The Academy of Performing
Arts in Prague, Czechia
Associate professor (part-time, since 2023), assistant professor (part-time, 2022-2023)

e Previous position(s)

2017-2019 Postdoctoral researcher, Games and Transgressive Aesthetics project (funded by the
Research Council of Norway), Department of Information Science and Media Studies,
Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Bergen, Norway

2012 Salaried PhD intern, Microsoft Research New England — Social Media Collective, USA

2007-2008 J. W. Fulbright Commission PhD visiting researcher, School of Humanities, Arts, and
Social Sciences, Department of Comparative Media Studies/Writing, MIT, USA

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS AND PEER RECOGNITION

Research achievements

Monographs

Svelch, J. (2023). Player vs. monster: The Making and Breaking of Video Game Monstrosity. MIT Press.
An analysis of monstrosity in the medium of video games, combining approaches from media
history, cultural studies, art history, philosophy, and sociology of technology. It contains a passage
on motion capture of monstrous characters, related to the focus of GAMEINDEX. It has received
mainstream coverage, including a recommendation from The Guardian newspaper.

Svelch, J. (2018). Gaming the Iron Curtain: How Teenagers and Amateurs in Communist Czechoslovakia
Claimed the Medium of Computer Games. MIT Press.
The first English-language academic monograph on the history of hobby computing and computer
games in the Soviet bloc. Receiver of the 2019 Computer History Museum Prize, awarded
annually by the Special Interest Group for Computing, Information and Society of the Society for the
History of Technology (SHOT)
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Edited volumes

Giappone, K. B. R., Majkowski, T. Z., & Svelch, J. (Eds.). (2022). Video Games and Comedy. Palgrave
Macmillan. https://www.palgrave.com/gp/book/9783030883379
The first edited volume to bring together humor/comedy studies with video games, co-edited in
equal part by the three co-editors, who also wrote the introductory theoretical chapter.

Selected articles and book chapters

Svelch, Jan, & Svelch, Jaroslav (2022). “Definitive playthrough”: Behind-the-scenes narratives in let’s plays
and streaming content by video game voice actors. New Media & Society, 24(5), 1097-1115.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820971778.
Svelch, Jan, & Svelch, Jaroslav (2022). Recasting Life Is Strange: Video Game Voice Acting during the
20162017 SAG-AFTRA Strike. Television & New Media, 23(1).
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476420962784.
Publications from a pioneering study of the veice acting in the video game industry, written with
50% contribution of both authors. Published in respected journals in media and communication.

Svelch, J. (2021). Adventures in everyday spaces: Hyperlocal computer games in 1980-1990s
Czechoslovakia. In M. Swalwell (Ed.), Game History and the Local (pp. 17-35). Palgrave Macmillan.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-66422-0
A book chapter that introduces and explicates the idea of a “hyperlocal” game made by peripheral
authors based on their local lived experiences. This concept will be useful in GAMEINDEX.

Svelch, J. (2021). Promises of the Periphery: Producing Games in the Communist and Transformation-Era
Czechoslovakia. In O. Sotamaa & Jan Svelch (Eds.), Game Production Studies (pp. 237-255). Amsterdam
University Press. https://doi.org/10.5117/9789463725439
A book chapter on the potential of peripheral regions in digital game production. It is included in
a book that provides a first comprehensive survey of game production studies.

Svelch, J., & Sherman, Tamah (2018). “I see your garbage”: Participatory practices and literacy privilege on
“Grammar Nazi” Facebook pages in different sociolinguistic contexts. New Media & Society, 20(7), 2391—
2410. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444817719087
Sherman, Tamah, & Svelch, Jaroslav (2015). “Grammar Nazis never sleep”: Facebook humor and the
management of  standard written language. Language  Policy, 14(4), 315-334.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10993-014-9344-9
Two publications from one of the earliest research projects on the “Grammar Nazi” phenomenon,
combining the approaches of media studies and sociolinguistics, written 50-50 by the two authors.

Svelch, J. (2014). Comedy of Contingency: Making Physical Humor in Video Game Spaces. International
Journal of Communication, 8, 2530-2552.
One of the earliest empirical studies of humor and comedy in video games, based on interviews
with YouTube creators.

Peer recognition

Awards and fellowships

2019 Computer History Museum Prize for the monograph Gaming the Iron Curtain (2018),
awarded by the Special Interest Group for Computing, Information and Society (SIGCIS)
of the Society for the History of Technology (SHOT)

2007-2008 J. W. Fulbright Commission visiting researcher scholarship, School of Humanities, Arts,
and Social Sciences, Department of Comparative Media Studies/Writing, MIT, USA

Selected keynotes and invited lectures

Oct 2023 University of California Los Angeles (UCLA), USA
Invited lecture | Player vs. Monster: The Making and Breaking of Video Game Monstrosity
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Oct 2021 ACM CHI Play 2021 conference, online due to pandemic
Keynote lecture | Gaming the Iron Curtain: Making, Playing, and Copying Computer
Games in Communist Czechoslovakia

Apr 2021 Tampere University Game Lab Spring Seminar, Finland
Keynote lecture | When the Invaders Shoot Back: A media archaeology of player versus
environment games

Mar 2019 Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA
Invited lecture | Gaming The Iron Curtain: Computer Games in Communist
Czechoslovakia as Entertainment And Activism

Mar 2019 Stanford University, USA
Invited lecture | Gaming The Iron Curtain: The Subversive Computer Game Culture of
1980s Czechoslovak Paramilitary Clubs

Jul 2018 Digital Games Research Association (DiGRA) 2018 conference, Torino, Italy
Keynote lecture | Coding Acts: Games As Messages In 1980s Czechoslovakia
Sep 2017 Future and Reality of Games (FROG) conference, Vienna, Austria

Keynote lecture | We have always been indie: Lessons from social history of game making
in 1980s Czechoslovakia

PI experience

Prague Game Production Studies Group (gameproductionstudies.fsv.cuni.cz)
e A group focusing on the research of game production as a cultural industry
e AsaPL I am leading a group of 6 researchers, 2 of whom are PhD students.
e The group has recently received HORIZON funding within the HORIZON-CL2-2023-
HERITAGE-01-06 call to work on the GAME-ER project starting in 2024 (as a consortium member)
e Between 2020 and 2023, the group has published 1 monograph and 9 articles — including 3 in the
field’s leading journal Games and Culture.

e The group collaborates with stakeholders in the industry, such as the Game Developer Association
of the Czech Republic (GDACZ).

Other contributions to the research community

Conference and community organizing
I have been organizing the game scholarship community in the CEE region in the following positions:

2022-now Chair of the Chapter Executive Board, DiIGRA Central and Eastern Europe, reelected in
2023 for a 3-year term

2014-2022 Founding member, Central and Eastern European Game Studies (CEEGS) conference
steering committee

2018 Organizing committee member and Program Chair, Central and Eastern European Game
Studies (CEEGS) conference, ca. 100 participants, Prague, Czech Republic
2014 Organizing committee member and Program Chair, Central and Eastern European Game

Studies (CEEGS) conference, ca. 80 participants, Brno, Czech Republic

The CEEGS conference has connected regional scholars to the international community and greatly
contributed to the internationalization of regional games research.

Editorial board membership, reviewing

2023—now Member of the editorial board, eLudamos: Journal for Computer Game Culture,
published by UiT The Arctic University of Norway

2023—now Member of the editorial board, ROMchip: A Journal of Game Histories, publishing funded
by New York University

2014-now Reviewer, DiGRA (Digital Games Research Association) conference

2018—now Regular reviewer, New Media & Society journal, published by SAGE

2014—now Regular reviewer, Game Studies journal, OA, published by a publicly funded consortium
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PERSONAL RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY

In my career as a scholar, I have successfully relied on three main principles: interdisciplinarity,
originality, and international collaboration.

Interdisciplinarity

e After receiving a Master’s degree from media studies, which is — at least in the Czech context —
traditionally considered a social scientific field, I picked up another Master’s in general linguistics
and translation studies, therefore also getting a strong foundation in the humanities.

e Interdisciplinarity has equipped me with a rich methodological toolkit, including humanistic
approaches such as semiotics, qualitative textual analysis, or discourse analysis, anthropological
ones such as ethnography and interviews, and social-scientific ones, including quantitative content
analysis and surveys.

e My first monograph (Gaming the Iron Curtain) is a media-historical study of computer games in
1980s Czechoslovakia, which oriented me towards local game productions and local histories; my
second one (Player vs. Monster) is a mostly theoretical work, for which I had to draw from
philosophy, archaeology, and art history.

e My more empirical, social-scientific work has been published in top media studies journals such as
New Media & Society and International Journal of Communication.

Originality

e My interdisciplinary background has helped me identify and understand topics that are socially
relevant but fall through the cracks between disciplines: such as sociolinguistics of social media,
or history of computer games (see publications above).

e  When I entered the field of game studies (in 2008), it was still in its infancy. Driven by curiosity and
equipped with an interdisciplinary skillset, I have introduced a range of new topics to the research
community, including:

o History of digital games in peripheral regions (monograph Gaming the Iron Curtain, MIT
Press 2018)

o Games and monstrosity (monograph Player vs. Monster, MIT Press 2023)

o Video games and comedy (the article Comedy of Contingency, International Journal of
Communication, 2014)

International collaboration

e [ have a wide network of colleagues and collaborators spanning North America, Europe, and
Australia. Currently, I am purposefully networking with scholars from the Global South.

e During 2007-2009, I was a visiting PhD researcher at MIT’s Comparative Media Studies. At the
time, the department and the associated GAMBIT game lab was the epicenter of the nascent field of
game studies and allowed me to meet prominent scholars with whom I would later consult my work:
Henry Jenkins, Nick Montfort, Mia Consalvo, Jesper Juul, and Clara Fernandez-Vara.

e During my 2012 PhD internship at Microsoft Research New England, I connected with other
prominent scholars including Nancy Baym, Mary L. Gray, and T. L. Taylor.

e My postdoc in 2017-2019 took place at the University of Bergen, Norway, where I connected to
game scholars such as Kristine Jorgensen and Rune Klevjer, as well digital culture scholar and ERC
Consolidator grant holder Jill Walker Rettberg.

e Throughout my career, I purposefully connected my colleagues from Central and Eastern Europe
with international academia through my organizing activities, such as the CEEGS conference (see
above).

e The exploratory and primarily qualitative nature of my work means that I mostly write single-
authored publications, but I rely on my connections for feedback, advice, and project-driven
collaboration.
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