
Externalizing the Horror of Polish Oppression in the Landscape of The Witcher 3:
Wild Hunt

Arguably the most famous and successful book-to-video game adaptations
currently on the market, The Witcher (Polish: Wiedźmin) series has become a
transmedia empire—the Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (TW3) is one of the most awarded games
ever made. Its success directly influenced Netflix creating a TV series, multiple spin-off
card games, a series of graphic novels, and rumours of a fourth game in the works
(called Project Polaris). The Witcher series of books was written by Polish author
Andrzej Sapkowski, and given the great global success of this series, The Witcher
franchise holds a very special place in Polish culture. Much of modern fantasy draws its
myths, beliefs, and rituals from Anglo-Saxon folklore (Clark & Perkins 2010). When
Slavic folklore is evoked in fantasy, it’s often Russified by Western and Japanese
developers, ignoring the nuances of the other 12 Slavic countries, as well as other
Indigenous, divergent, Eastern Russian peoples. However, The Witcher remains
unapologetically Polish—drawing from the Polish flavour of Slavic mythology, its version
of tradition and folkloric tales, and even evoking local Polish botany and linguistics.

While the non-chronological collection of stories bound by the novels are
character-driven, revolving around the eponymous witcher Geralt of Rivia and his
struggles to maintain his humanity, very few clues are given about the environment and
lore of the landscape. CD Projekt Red took advantage of this gap, remaining faithful to
the narrative’s main plot beats while imbuing the game world, environment, and
landscapes with Polishisms—especially in TW3. The main regions the player has
access to are: the Temeraian regions White Orchard and Velen; the free city of Novigrad
and wealthy Oxenfurt belonging to Redania; and the Skellige Islands. There is much
debate about the historical influence on these fictional nations, and which real countries
they represent (Majkowski 2018). Most of these discussions stem from the original
source material and are Germanocentric, revolving around Western nations, erasing
Sapkowski’s statements regarding his inspiration from multiple world mythologies,
including of course Slavic—and even more specifically—Polish ideologies, literatures,
and history (Literary Hub 2020, Szymborska & Czyż 2023). However, when it comes to
the game world, the environment of Velen eerily evokes the Polish cultural memory of
the country’s three partitions, numerous suppressed uprisings, and occupation during
WWII: all forms of extractive colonialism.

These painful, horrific histories are preserved in the Polish cultural collective,
instantly recognizable to Polish audiences. What’s interesting is how TW3’s developers
constructed these hauntings by referencing and alluding to literary works and ideologies
generated by Polish Romanticism. Romanticism is a late 18th century literary, artistic,



and philosophical movement in Western society, chiefly characterized by individualism,
nature, emotion, the Gothic, and the unknown (Seyhan 2010). However, while this
revolutionary time was marked with freedom from oppression, Poland had been
partitioned by Austria, Prussia, and Russia. Romanticism was more than something
philosophical and artistic; it became political, instilled with longing for sovereignty while
drawing from mystical and folkloric inspirations (Tornqvist-Plewa 2008).

This presentation focuses on the numerous salient elements of memory
embedded in TW3’s landscape. It will build upon my current research examining horror
as a medium working within games to point toward “wicked problems” (Rittel & Webber
1993, Schmidt & Heeg 2025) as well as Yi-Fu Tuan’s titular geographic work on
topophilia and the politics of space and memory. Topophilia, as coined by Tuan, is “the
affective bond between people and place or setting,” which can be felt by a specific
group of people, but also a cultural collective (1974, 4-5). This will aid my analysis of
why these allusions in the landscape are so specific, their silent rhetorical power, and
the emotional response they evoke.
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Dead Labor and the Vampirism of Capital in Vampire: the Masquerade – 5th Edition and 
Vampire: the Masquerade – Bloodlines

This work considers the political-economic implications of vampirism through the gothic tabletop 
role-playing game Vampire: the Masquerade – Fifth Edition (White Wolf Entertainment 2018)
(abbreviated as VtM), and one of its video game adaptations, Vampire: the Masquerade – 
Bloodlines (Troika Games 2004) (abbreviated as Bloodlines). Examining the vampire mythos from 
a Marxist perspective —partly through Marx’s own metaphorical utilizations of these supernatural 
creatures and partly through their ideological implications—, this work argues for an examination 
of role-playing vampirism as a symbol for alienation from urban capitalist society, and seeks to 
examine this through different forms of gameplay oriented media and historical contexts. 
Discussions of vampirism has been ever-present in the fields of literature, cultural studies, and even 
politics, especially in relation to its adaptational qualities. This work takes into account the literary 
and folkloric origins of vampirism, as well as its resurgence in the late 20th century through popular 
cultural artifacts and the various adaptations of vampires into different settings. In addition to this, 
discussions of role-playing and its video game adaptations also informs this work quite strongly. 
Above all, perhaps, this work considers the political-economic implications of vampirism, in 
relation to the implications of role-playing as a predatory and explotative character in the context of 
tabletop role-playing and video games. 

Tracing the lines between the cultural history of vampirism and its applications into modern settings 
and forms of storytelling, this work intends to provide new insights into the relation of social 
alienation and exploitation, as well as the predatory aspects of hierarchical relations in general. 
Examining vampires in the context of role-playing also provides insight into the fluidity of 
vampirism as a cultural phenomenon, ranging from a monstrous object of horror to realistic 
embodiments of exploitative and predatory aspects of contemporary society. This work seeks to 
weave the historical context and the contemporary role-playing implications together, providing 
insights into the functions of ‘playing evil’ in the contemporary urban capitalist society. 

In order to achieve these aims, this work will begin with a discussion of the vampires becoming 
literary figures based in folklore (Wilson 1985; Rickels 1999), and their transformation from 
aristocratic figures to representations of the bourgeois (Marx 1982; Neocleus 2003; Moretti 1997). 
This will be followed by a discussion of VtM through its fifth edition corebook, examining the 
setting and the players’ role in the world as vampires, informed by other discussions of tabletop 
role-playing and its potentials (Waskul & Lust 2004). Finally, a conclusion will be provided by a 
discussion of Bloodlines, mainly through its adaptation of gameplay mechanics from VtM and the 



important narrative beats placed within the setting of Los Angeles (Slocombe 2008; Dillon & 
Lundberg 2017). 

In essence, this work is a study of cultural and formal adaptation that seeks to reveal the potential of 
representing vampirism in role-playing and video games, especially in relation to the historical 
antecedents of such narratives and the underlying critiques of capitalist exploitation and alienation.
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ICGaN 2025 Paper Submission Abstract 

Games of Life and Death in the 21st Century: Battle Royales and the Gamification of the 

Roman Arena 

Since the turn of the 21st century, a cultural fascination has emerged around the gamification of 

death. This manifests in a wide-ranging transmedia genre—the battle royale—which finds unity 

in a simple dystopian premise: dangerous contests where losing spells death (usually in gruesome 

fashion). As the historical and conceptual site for the gladiatorial games, the Roman arena finds 

itself entangled within this global media phenomenon. Across media of different forms, languages, 

and cultures, the arena has been creatively reimagined into dynamic venues for modern and 

technofuturistic bloodsport. Even transformed as they are, these new arenas continue to evoke their 

Roman prototype in visual, narrative, and technical terms. They maintain their multi-function as 

playing field, visual spectacle, and site of authorized brutality—both for the diegetic inhabitants 

of these worlds and for the contemporary audiences who interface with the violence from across 

the safety of a screen.  

Scholars like Aldrete (2021) have examined the recycling of this trope across anglophone science 

fiction film and television, recognizing this media trend as “illuminating for what it reveals about 

classical reception in mass culture” (5) as well as the “concerns and trends in western society at 

the dawn of a new millennium” (18). This paper expands upon those observations by taking a 

cross-cultural approach to charting out the cultural zeitgeist in which battle royales emerged. In 

the East, we have the explosion of Japanese manga, anime, and film premised on violent games of 

life and death inspired by Koushun Takami’s dystopian novel-turned-film Battle Royale (1999), 

including Sword Art Online (2012), Alice in Borderland (2020), and Squid Game (2021). In the 

West, we have a wave of sword-and-sandal film and television beginning with Gladiator (2000), 

to the popularity of The Hunger Games (2008–) novels and film adaptations. Striking up a dialogue 

between eastern and western media enables us to examine the implications of globalized cultural 

production on the continued reception of the Roman gladiatorial games.  

Emerging from this fortuitous coincidence of eastern and western transmedia imaginaries is the 

massively popular genre of battle royale videogames, which includes titles like Fortnite (2017), 

PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds (2017), and Apex Legends (2019). Taking the battle royale genre 



as a specifically multiplayer rendering of the gladiatorial games can produce conclusions distinct 

from analyses that focus on the arena’s reception within single-player contexts. For instance, Clare 

(2021)’s survey of single-player gladiatorial video games centers itself around “the formulation of 

a Rome-specific continuum … set apart through its depiction of a power struggle between 

individual (and his society) and the ruling (mortal) body, and then, crucially, realizing that as a set 

of gameplay functions” (77). Multiplayer games, by nature of their social contexts of play, process 

the encoded ideologies of the arena differently. For instance, Kim (2021) has analyzed the battle 

royale genre’s affective resonances within the East Asian context, and how, “[i]n it, the [capitalist] 

ideology of the zero-sum game, of twenty-first-century gamespace, is cast into the virtual world 

for the player to consider” (139). My reading sees the video game battle royale genre’s conventions 

and commercial paratext as part of a sustained strategy of euphemism. In service of creative and 

commercial ends unique from their televisual and filmic counterparts, these games renegotiate the 

bleak specter of Roman imperialism harnessed by its precursors while formulating a renewed 

emphasis on spectatorship. Tapping into recent sociotechnical developments in gaming culture—

esports, streaming, broadcasted competitions, and elaborate live events—they set the stage for a 

more playful, lighthearted, and commercialized mode of engagement with ancient bloodsport.  
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