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Introduction
Historical representation of past and contemporary events, or rather, a subtle mix between

reality and fantasy, between historia and fabula, has been consistent in video games ever since

their invention, from the early 80’s text-based games to the multi million productions this

century  is  creating.  Research  on  this  type  of  media  has  been  tackled  by  a  variety  of

disciplines, often remaining homogeneous in the limits set by the discipline itself, hesitating

in crossing the disciplinary felds. Sociological studies of video games, for example, rapidly

concentrated on the player’s virtual  representation of  the avatar, 1 the interaction between

players  in  virtual  worlds2 and  the  imitation  of  sociological  hierarchies  inside  the  game,

created by the game and the players.3 Whilst research on video games is often narrowed down

to  specifc  subjects  within  a  single  feld,  the  video  game  medium  allows  for  diferent

disciplinary felds to merge.

Dmitri Williams, an associate professor whose research focuses on the social and economic

impacts of  new media,  in his article  Bridging the methodological divide  in game research

believes  that  researchers  whose  main  medium  is  the  video  game  should  have  an

interdisciplinary approach in addition to actively trying to overcome the main conceptual

diferences in each subject.4 Interdisciplinary research in video games has been prominent in

the Psychological  feld,  especially works which concentrate on player emotions and game

design.5 Historical research in video games has been focused on the advent of specifc types of

games, such as Role-Playing Games6, or – from an interdisciplinary point of view – on the

pedagogical role of games set in a specifc time period, such as the video game Call of Duty

and World War 2.7

The main question that arises when combining the research subject of  History and video

games is often: are there historical elements in the game? If so, what aspects and objects of

1 TURKEY S.  &  KINZER C.  (2014):  The  Effects  of  Avatar-based  Customization  on  Player  Identification.,  in
International Journal of Gaming and Computer-Mediated Simulations, Vol.6, Num.1, IGI Global, Hershey, 1-26 pp.

2 THORNHAM H. (2011): Ethnographies of the videogame: gender, narrative and praxis., Ashgate, Farnham, p. 33.
3 FORTIN T.,  MORA P. &  TREMEL L. (2006): Les jeux vidéo: pratiques, contenus et enjeux sociaux., L'Harmattan,

Paris.
4 WILLIAMS D. (2005): Bridging the methodological  divide in game research.,  in Simulation & Gaming, Vol.36,

Num.4, Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, 447-463 pp.
5 GESLIN E. (2014): Processus d’induction d’émotions dans les environnements virtuels et le jeu vidéo., ENSAM,

Paris.
6 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse.
7 FISCHER S. (2011): Playing with World War II: A Small-Scale Study of Learning in Video Games.,  in Loading…

The Journal of the Canadian Games Study Association, Vol.5, Num.8, CGSA, Published online, 71-89 pp.
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the set time period are being truthfully represented or have not been altered? The main

question often revolves around the quest for  truth which cannot necessarily be found in a

work of fction such as a video game. Stephanie Fisher’s study concentrated on the possibility

of  learning historically accurate facts about objects and events through the player’s use of

specifc weapons or armour in set narrative backdrops imposed by the game in AAA World

War 2  games.  Games set in a specifc time period  often have a variation of  the general

disclaimer in the opening cutscene stating that the game is “inspired by historical events”8 yet

that does not necessarily stop players from acquiring specifc historical knowledge which they

believe adheres to past reality.9 Part of Fischer’s research presents the work of James Wertsch

on multi-modal learning in a gaming environment. Multi-modal learning allows the player to

take  diferent  types  of  stimuli,  such  as  visual  or  auditive cues,  as  elements  that  can  be

remembered  specifcally  in  a set  context in  the game.  According  to Wertsch,  the socio-

cultural  background of  the player determines the possibility of  the game and its cues as

becoming influencers in the creation of specifcally historical knowledge.10 

Culture-centric games, compared to AAA games, represent the end of the spectrum that is

concerned  with  presenting  the  truth,  or  at  least,  a  truth  specifc  to  a  nation’s  cultural

identity.11 Thus, the player’s historical expectations not only change according to their own

socio-cultural  background,  but also according  to the type of  game played,  be it  AAA or

culture-centric.  One could say that  “jouer c’est rechercher l’agencement correct des entités

fictives quui composent le monde de la fiction”12 and that culture-centric games would rather

have the player look for connections between historically accurate objects in a historically

accurate setting. However, culture-centric games are a niche market, and are not very well-

known outside of specifc communities.13

8 HUBER S. (2014): The Remediation of History in Assassin’s Creed., in WINNERLING T., KERSCHBAUMER F. (eds.):
Early Modernity and Video Games, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Newcastle upon Tyne, p. 162.

9 FISCHER S. (2011): Playing with World War II: A Small-Scale Study of Learning in Video Games.,  in Loading…
The Journal of the Canadian Games Study Association, Vol.5, Num.8, CGSA, Published online, p. 74.

10 WERTSCH J. (2000): Is it possible to teach beliefs, as well as knowledge about history?, in STEARNS P., SEIXAS P., &
WINEBERG S. (eds.):  Teaching and learning history: National and international  perspectives.,  NYU Press,  New
York, 38-50 pp.

11 MAJEWSKI J. (2015):  Cultural heritage in Role-Playing video games: a map of approaches.,  in IIICH Furnace,
Num.2, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, 1-13 pp.

12 BONHOMME S. &  TALON-HUGON C. (eds.)(2013):  Esthétique des jeux vidéo.,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique,
Num.11, PUF, Paris, p. 35.

13 MAJEWSKI J. (2015): p. 6.
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A specifc complication that arises when analysing medieval-fantasy video games is not the

role of the game, which as has been stated before, is a work of fction when pertaining to the

category of AAA games, but rather the role of the researcher. Indeed, to whom is best suited

the role of analysing a contemporary work set in a medieval setting? To the medievalist who

can easily delineate and defne the main spheres of influence, who can diferentiate between

the historia and the fabula at a glance? Or to the modernist, who works with the argumenta,

the middle line between contemporary and medieval influence, inherently interdisciplinary,

at  the  risk  of  missing  important  medieval  elements?  These  questions  are  stereotypical

examples of  possible attitudes and types of  research,  yet the premise remains largely the

same:  it  is  the  research  of  mixed  historical  timelines  that  is  taken  into  account. 14 The

diference between the historians lies in the angle of approach; where one can recognise the

altered fgures and objects of the past in a present work, the other will more easily detect the

cultural  references to the present in a past that does not exist any more.  Both types of

approaches are possible in many medieval-fantasy games, and the choice is in reality a false

choice:  the moment the medieval  sources  become altered  through a recreational  digital

medium they become subject to contemporary modifcation,  because they are no longer

explicitly vector of their initial sense, but rather become historical tools to serve the game and

its narration in order to give a sense of realism.15

The sense of  realism must not be too obvious, however. Medieval-fantasy video games, in

reality, must ofer a modern version of suspension of disbelief. 16 What Coleridge set out to

explain in  Chapter XIV of his  Biographia Literaria was how the reader should be willing to

accept fantasy or the supernatural as the truth, and how they should be passive recipients of

the story. Once the reader has accepted that the world presented is diferent in one way or

another to the one they evolve in, there is no need for the reader to actively partake in a

constant exchange between their own knowledge of their world and the one they are reading

about. There is no open link created, the reader does not need to transfer the knowledge they

have of their own world into the story. Some, however, believe that Coleridge doesn’t go far

enough in his explanation, that the reader, or the player, has an active part to play and that

14 GALLY M., FERRÉ V. (2014): Médiévistes et modernistes face au médiéval[isme]., in DOUCHET S. (ed.): Tendances
actuelles de la critique en médiévistique, Vol.35, Perspectives médiévales, Published online.

15 DELEON C. (2013): Espaces de jeu., in LEJADE O. & TRICLOT M. (eds.): La fabrique des jeux vidéo. Au coeur du
gameplay, Editions de la Martinière, Paris, p. 101.

16 COLERIDGE S. (1817): Biographia Literaria, Chapter XIV. [23/04/2018]
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/6081/6081-h/6081-h.htm#link2H_LIST
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the link  created  between a reader or a player’s  reality  with  the fctional  world  they are

unfolding is a constant exchange of data: “il est d’avantage quuestion d’une “création active de

croyance”  dans la mesure où nous utilisons notre intelligence pour renforcer “la  réalité de

l’expérience”.”17 In his thesis,  Douglas William Brown applies the concept of  suspension of

disbelief to video games and states that it  “connects the psychology of hermeneutics to the

business of textual construction”18 Although Coleridge is not quoted in the majority of books

that deal with game design, academics do not hesitate to parallel Coleridge’s term with the

narrative work of game designers.19 The architecture of the game and its inner components

such as narration and gameplay have a direct influence on the player’s perception of the world

presented in the game. This corresponds to a challenge-based immersion that correlates to

the psychologist Csikszentmihalyi’s idea of flow, which is “the holistic experience that people

feel when they act with total involvement”20 in which the player is in a state of hyperfocus and

loses reflective self-consciousness. Coleridge’s idea of  engagement, in contrast,  remains an

immersive one21 where the player’s involvement does not necessarily require an active, total

engagement.

Thus, Coleridge’s suspension of disbelief adapted to video games describes a manner in which

the player can be manipulated to believe and think that the events that are taking place could

be real, and explains to the player how they should accept to be manipulated when entering a

work of fction, whilst Csikszentmihalyi’s flow corresponds to an active involvement and not

just a passive reception of the game design elements. Jesper Juul, game designer and associate

professor at the Danish Design School, states that “to play a video game is […] to interact with

real rules while imagining a fictional world.”22 Whilst the medievalist is worried to see to what

extent a game can be true, the game designer is preoccupied by how and to what extent can it

seem true. As explained by Juul, the background of the game is not necessarily based on real

examples,  yet the rules that make up the game must be similar to the ones the player is

subject to or understands so that the narrative immersion into the game can take place.23

17 PERRON B. (2016): Silent Hill. Le moteur de la peur., Questions théoriques, Tulle, p. 18.
18 BROWN D. (2012): The suspension of disbelief in videogames., Brunel University, London, p. 5.
19 DICKEY M. (2015): Aesthetics and Design for Game-based Learning., Routledge, New York, p. 64.
20 CSIKSZENTMIHALYI M. (1975): Beyond Boredom and Anxiety., Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, p. 36.
21 BIZZOCCHI J. (2007): Games and Narrative: An Analytical Framework., in Loading… The Journal of the Canadian

Games Study Association, Vol.1, Num.1, CGSA, Published online, p. 2.
22 JUUL J. (2005): Half-Real: Video Games between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds., The MIT Press, Boston, p. 1.
23 ANDRÉ L-N.  &  LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S.  (2013):  L’Antiquité  vidéoludique,  une  réssurection  virtuelle?,  in

BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 94.
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Taking the previous information into account,  medieval-fantasy games ofer the player an

immersive setting in which the alterations of the past do not necessarily conflict with their

historical  knowledge,  in which they often try to prevent any overt historical  dissonance.24

Should they fall into the trap of anachronisms,25 these serve as an emphasis for the perception

of the world in the game as being alive, unique, subject to its own timeline and evolutive.

Medieval elements in contemporary forms of  media, and especially video games, are often

made to conform to what the players think of as being recreational.26 A conflict arises between

the  truthful historical representation and the  desire of  the player to see what they expect.

Because AAA games are not oblivious to the amount of sales made, the historical exactitude

is, when needed, cast aside in order to give the players what they want. 27 Furthermore, it has

become increasingly popular, if not expected, for a Role-Playing game or franchise to have its

own particular created world28 in which players can immerse themselves. This allows players

to discern between virtual worlds and allows for the stories presented to remain unique. Some

medieval-fantasy games, such as the ones from The Elder Scroll Saga, are known for taking

the player into an unknown territory in every new instalment, even though the territory has

already been presented through in-game (abbreviated to IG) books in previous games.

Medieval-Fantasy games are not categorised as such due to their narration or the gameplay

elements used, but rather because of the setting they depict, in which a digitalised version of

a  specifcally  medieval  timeline is  presented  to the player.  The digital  depictions of  the

Middle Ages are often visual, and can take the form of  architectural design or the type of

armour the main character is wearing. Well-known Medieval-Fantasy games that heavily rely

on narration, such as Role-Playing Games (abbreviated to RPG), take the structure of sagas,

such as  The Elder Scrolls or  Dragon Age,  or add downloadable contents that enhance and

lengthen the gaming experience, such as in World of Warcraft. Medieval-Fantasy games are

not exclusive to European culture and game designers. Nevertheless, Asian Medieval-Fantasy

games should be treated as a separate category, for they are subject to their own notion of

24 TRAXEL O.  (2008):  Medieval  and  Pseudo-Medieval  Elements  in  Computer  Role-Playing  Games:  Use  and
Interactivity., in FUGELSO K. (ed.): Studies in Medievalism XVI: Medievalism in Technology Old and New, D.S.
Brewer, Cambridge, p. 131.

25 TRAXEL O. (2008): Ibid.
26 TRAXEL O. (2008): p. 138.
27 ANDRÉ L-N.  &  LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S.  (2013):  L’Antiquité  vidéoludique,  une  réssurection  virtuelle?,  in

BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 88.

28 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 42.
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Fantasy and history. Games such as the Japanese Bayonetta exacerbate and caricature specifc

European medieval elements pertaining to the domain of religion and history. Furthermore,

the stereotype of the RPG as being almost exclusively European Medieval-Fantasy is present,

which induces game designers to either follow the trend, criticise it or go against it. 29 The

former is clearly present in the saga The Legend of Zelda, created by Nintendo in Japan, which

reuses many European historical  elements in order to enhance the past historical  setting,

leaving  hardly  recognizable  Asian  influences  in  the  game.  The  Medieval-Fantasy  RPG

category is, as demonstrated, heavily inspired by European history.

The  Witcher game saga  has  been  chosen  as  a  the  main  subject  for the  analysis  of  this

dissertation because it  is  a  single-player,  medieval-fantasy game that remains narratively

limited and virtually defned, since the narration is semi-linear and the world of the game is

semi-open. The amount of hours required to fnish the frst game with its main and secondary

quests (45h+)30 compared to other well-known franchises,  such as  Dragon Age  (100h+) or

Skyrim31, has been the main reason for choosing The Witcher over other games. The fact that

The  Witcher player controls  the  same character  as  another  person  that  owns  the  game

simplifes the analysis, because it allows for a contained environment that possesses the same

variables no matter who is playing.  The variables that will  be taken into account in this

analysis are the story and the setting of the game. The semi-linear narrative allows players to

have a certain freedom of choice in how the story will evolve, yet the fnal outcome remains

largely the same in the frst two games no matter the previous choices made. The size of the

saga, that is, the amount of time required to beat the three instalments, is close to 210 hours

on average.32  The requirements of a dissertation rendered the task of analysing and replaying

several  times  the three  games  impossible.  Because analysis  requires  constant  replay,  the

length of the games and immediate understandability were deciding factors. For example, the

second  instalment  is  shorter  than  the  frst  one  by  12h,  but  it  is  almost  impossible  to

comprehend  without  having  played  the  frst  game.  The  third  game,  however,  is  easily

understandable without having played any other game from the series, but it is open-world

29 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 202.
30 HOW LONG TO BEAT (2018): How long is The Witcher? [23/04/2018]

https://howlongtobeat.com/game.php?id=10267 
31 Skyrim is an open-world, non-linear medieval-fantasy game in which the secondary quests are never-ending, thus

rendering the completion of the game impossible.
32 45h median for TW1 + 34h median for TW2 + 129h median for TW3 in HOW LONG TO BEAT (2018) [20/04/2017]

https://howlongtobeat.com/
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and therefore requires a large amount of time to be completed. This dissertation analyses the

frst game exclusively, mainly because of the time required to fnish the game, for the capacity

to follow the game’s narration and for the ability to efciently analyse the game from a

literary,  linguistical  and  historical  point  of  view  whilst  not  having  to  draw  extended

comparisons.

The Witcher developers pride themselves on having researched extensively the architecture of

medieval castles and having paid attention to details such as “what material made up the

walls of Novigard, one of the main cities”33 when creating the game. The quotation from the

interview is for The Witcher 3, yet no such information can be found on The Witcher. Such

attention to detail for the last game prompts a few questions concerning the frst game, and

thus renders unclear whether historical accuracy was consciously sought by the developers of

The Witcher from the very beginning. According to the interview, the attention to detail in

the buildings is clearly present, it can then be inferred that the care to transmit accurate

details inside the game permeated to other visual elements.

Historical  authenticity  transmitted  by  accurate  details  is  not  something  one  should

necessarily attach importance to. According to Floris Didden, a freelance concept artist that

has mainly worked on AAA games:  “l’exactitude historiquue [des décors] n’est importante quue

dans la mesure où elle contribue à créer un monde crédible et dans la mesure où le joueur peut

s’immerger facilement dans le jeu.”34 It is vital, then, to give the player the impression that the

digital  world  they  are exploring  is  plausible  and  rational  in  order for them to immerse

themselves, but that does not necessarily require historical accuracy. However, if plausibility

and rationality are not present, then Coleridge’s suspension of disbelief  cannot take place,

because the game does not appear credible. It is why he is quick to add that  “cependant,

[l’exactitude  historiquue]  possède  tout  de  même  son  importance,  puisquu’elle  contribue  à  la

crédibilité du jeu.”35 According to Coleridge, “a semblance of truth”36 is sufcient in order to

convince the audience that what is being said is  true in the fictional world. Not only is the

33 KLEPEK P. (2015): How The Witcher 3's Developers Ensured Their Open World Didn't Suck. [24/04/2018]
http://kotaku.com/how-the-witcher-3s-developers-ensured-their-open-world-1735034176

34 ANDRÉ L-N.  &  LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S.  (2013):  L’Antiquité  vidéoludique,  une  réssurection  virtuelle?,  in
BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 88.

35 ANDRÉ L-N. & LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S. (2013): Ibid.
36 COLERIDGE S. (1817): Biographia Literaria, Chapter XIV. [23/04/2018]

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/6081/6081-h/6081-h.htm#link2H_LIST

13

http://kotaku.com/how-the-witcher-3s-developers-ensured-their-open-world-1735034176
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/6081/6081-h/6081-h.htm#link2H_LIST


semblance needed, but it cannot work as the sole purveyor of the image of medieval times for

the player, for the player would then question the veracity of all the other elements in the

game,  such as societal  relations or the rules the character must abide to.  There must be

realistic elements to which the player can hold on to,  as well  as elements of  fantasy.  By

fantasy, we will understand “a story […] that describes situations that are very diferent from

real life, usually involving magic.”37 According to Naomi Clark, a game designer and scholar on

the  techniques  of  game  design,  the  realistic  and  fantasy  elements  must  not  be  too

overwhelming.  The  capacity  the  player  has  of  believing  that  some  events  could  have

happened diferently inside the game,  even by sheer luck and no matter what prompted

them,38 is influenced by these two elements. Games, then, must create a link between realistic

elements of randomisation and fantastic approaches to common events.

Should the game lean too much into the fantasy spectrum, the game would seem random and

unorganized.  A realistic approach would embed the choice of  the player,  going as far as

forbidding them to replay the game after having completed it. This practice would take away

the ludus aspect of the game, for it would make the choices of the player fnal. Furthermore,

replaying historical events learnt in class in a game would not allow the player to immerse

themselves in the fctional world: “C’est pourquuoi les jeux évitent la stricte illusion historiquue:

en efet, plus l’expérience quue l’on fait ressemble à un jeu, plus elle perturbe les notions figées

du passé et se déploie en une ramification de possibilités futures. […] Si [le joueur] s’en tenait

aux  “faits  établis”  [historiquues],  répertoriés  par  les  historiens,  son  activité  ludiquue

s’apparenterait d’avantage à une pièce de théâtre quu’à un jeu, et il ne s’y engagerait peut-être

pas délibérément et afectivement de la même manière.”39 Although the events in The Witcher

take place in the 13th century,  thus giving a historically realistic timeline,  the setting the

narration takes place in seems remote enough for the cultural and stereotyped associations to

be vague and limited, thus allowing for the elements of fantasy to have free reign over all the

other elements that have not been claimed as realistic. 

The amount of fantasy the setting contains can be explained as following:  “Si les éléments

empruntés au réel sont fictionnés par le designer selon diférentes modalités répondant toutes

37 CAMBRIDGE DICTIONARY (2018): Fantasy [24/04/2018]
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fantasy

38 CLARK N. (2013): La répétition ou comment se jouer du temps., in LEJADE O. & TRICLOT M. (eds.): La fabrique
des jeux vidéo. Au coeur du gameplay, Editions de la Martinière, Paris, p. 86.

39 CLARK N. (2013): Ibid.
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à une  logiquue  de  l’emphase  (amplification,  dramatisaton,  spectacularisation),  les  éléments

totalement  fictionnels  sont quuant à  eux  traités  dans une  perspective  visant  à  leur  donner

l’apparence du réel.”40 There is a desire to play with the player’s knowledge by altering what is

historically accurate and what is not, giving them objects, settings and narration with varying

degrees of  accuracy in order to control  the player’s reactions towards the game,  in other

words: “pour le meilleur ou le pire, les joueurs sont sous le contrôle total du game designer.”41

The extent to which players take popular culture items (video games, TV shows) as a factual

representation of  a past reality difers according  to the player,  depending on the type of

knowledge they have acquired. The items of  popular culture previously described contain

varying degrees of fantasy. Thus, a player's representation of the Middle Ages is also acquired

through this additional lens. In other words, when a player initially sets upon playing  The

Witcher, they are going to observe the game through 3 fundamental lenses: the realistic – the

historia  –  which is  created  by their  knowledge of  the Middle Ages  (I  know  that…),  the

perceived as realistic –  the  argumenta  –  in turn integrates the knowledge acquired from

popular culture (I think I've seen this before in…) and the fantasy – the fabula – becomes their

personal representation of elements that do not exist, such as monsters or magical abilities

possessed by a character. There seems to be a general consensus that  “designers have had

great incentive to adhere to what is known about the Middle Ages, or at least to what the

designers believe  their  audience knows about the Middle Ages.”42 The game designer then,

expects  a  stereotyped  minimum  degree  of  knowledge  from  the  player.  Bob  Travica,  an

academic specialising in culture and its adaptation in digital mediums, describes in his article

Conceptualizing Knowledge Culture three types of  knowledge that an individual is able to

acquire about any subject: the concepts and the concepts’ relationships to one another form

the knowledge that can answer the question “what?” The cause and efect knowledge between

these concepts answers the question “why?” The last type of knowledge seeks to understand

the procedures of  these concepts,  answering the question “how?”43 The last two types of

40 ANDRÉ L-N.  &  LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S.  (2013):  L’Antiquité  vidéoludique,  une  réssurection  virtuelle?,  in
BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 88.

41 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 90.
42 TRAXEL O.  (2008):  Medieval  and  Pseudo-Medieval  Elements  in  Computer  Role-Playing  Games:  Use  and

Interactivity., in FUGELSO K. (ed.): Studies in Medievalism XVI: Medievalism in Technology Old and New, D.S.
Brewer, Cambridge, p. 132.

43 TRAVICA B. (2013): Conceptualizing Knowledge Culture., in Online Journal of Applied Knowledge Management,
Vol.1, Num.2, OJAKM, Published online, p. 86.
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knowledge are not required  initially by the game,  they are not expected from the player

because the game itself, its narration and setting, will shape the “why?” and “how?” according

to the story it has set out to show. In other words, the only type of knowledge The Witcher

requires from the players in order to suspend their disbelief efciently is the answer to “what

do you know about Medieval-Fantasy games?”

The initial  aim of  this dissertation was to understand how accurate the portrayal  of  the

Middle Ages in the video game The Witcher was from a literary and historical angle. However,

it appeared that accuracy was difcult to be defned, for it fell anywhere between historical

accuracy  and  a  player's  representation  of  the  Middle  Ages.  The  initial  premise  of  the

dissertation opposed two points of view, the objective and the subjective. As research went on

it became clear that the actants, the players and their point of view, had to be taken out from

the dissertation for the subjectivity in the responses were better suited for a sociologically

angled analysis. Eliminating one of the two actors involved in the ludus aspect limited the

source to the game itself. However, reducing this dissertation to a quest of looking for reality

in an imaginary setting would not have garnered much information. The questions that arose

were: what does the game show that gives a medieval feeling and how does it do that? What

underlying game mechanics will have an efect on the story and the narration? Where do they

stem from?  Although slightly  more  precise,  the  questions  were  still  vague  and  did  not

necessarily point the dissertation in the right direction.

The main idea that was absolutely vital to comprehend was how do the medieval historia and

argumenta elements of the game merge together. Accurate depictions of the Middle Ages in

the game taken out of  context are complex to analyse,  for they appear to serve no other

purpose than being medieval. Furthermore, their symbolic and inherited initial meaning can

be lost on the player. However, when these factual elements are combined with modifed,

medieval-inspired elements, contemporary ideas are melded into the component of the past.

This not only serves to heighten the complexity of the digital component, for it is now subject

to a double temporal analysis – the contemporary and the medieval -, but it also simplifes

and enlarges the meanings that can be given to this element. Understanding how factual and

modifed elements of the Middle Ages are used in unison is a key factor in seeing how these

elements  work  to  symbolise  specifc  contemporary  or  past  meanings  of  cultural  and

traditional  knowledge.  Moreover,  the use of  stereotypes attributed to the Middle Ages in
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order to create layers of meaning inside the medieval elements in the game would not appear

as evident if only one of the elements, the historia or the argumenta, was analysed.

From this point,  the question was divided into three categories according to the felds of

study  that  would  manage  to  give  a  clear  interdisciplinary  vision:  literary,  linguistic  and

historical. These felds pertain to three types of modal characteristics in the game: the literary

allows an analysis of the story and the narration, the linguistic, in turn, analyses from a visual

point of view the relationship between the character and the world or the NPCs, whilst the

historical aspect is concerned with the way the world of the game is presented according to

the player and the game’s temporality.

This allows for the analysis to be multi-focal and multi-characteristic: the frst focus is on the

main character which allows to understand his role in the game, thus creating a limited and

precise area of analysis. The second focus is on the relationship between specifc elements in

the game (NPCs,  objects)  and the main character through linguistics,  thus enlarging the

circle of influence the character is subject to. The third and fnal focus is on the setting and

the background of the game, fnally increasing the area of analysis to its maximum.

In order to analyse the game through these diferent felds of study, the dissertation has been

divided into three parts. The frst part, titled The Witcher – The game and its technicalities,

concentrates on elements of game design to understand how The Witcher is built according

to previously used characteristics in Medieval-Fantasy games. Understanding if  The Witcher

uses common techniques and how they have been altered allows to categorise the game into a

sui generis or a follower of  regular tropes. This part serves as an introduction for complex

narrative  concepts  that  are  specifc  to  video  games,  although  they  seem  to  be  digital

evolutions of choose-your-own-adventure type of books.44 The ability for the player to discern

visual and narrative historical cues is explained. In other words, this part focuses on the game

as a digital medium for narration and explains to what genre  The Witcher pertains, how it

uses or alters known game design tools in order to steer the player into specifc choices that

seem to be ultimately the player’s own. The focus is not on the player and their understanding

or sensation of specifcally gaming cues, but rather, what cues appear, which ones have been

chosen and how they contribute to creating the visual and narrative plausible medieval world

of The Witcher.

44 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 80.
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Whilst the frst part concentrates on game design elements that render the  historia and

argumenta aspects key elements in the game,  the second part,  Literary  influences  –  The

seeker  and the sought  after,  focuses on two aspects,  the literary and the aesthetic,  as an

explanation for the basis of a player's perception of heroism and quest. The hero is subject to

evident literary influences from medieval texts to 21st century literary genres. Through the use

of chosen medieval texts that depict warrior ideals, the analysis establishes a geographically

and historically diverse source of medieval inspiration for the game. Studying these texts and

their efect on the game emphasises which areas of the game are under the heaviest influence

and most prone to change: the narration, the main character and the background. Literary

genres have found their visual equivalent in the game and afect the way the hero develops

and responds to the environment.  Another element that is  taken into account is quests,

which in all their possible depictions, are an inherent part of medieval literature and games.

Three types of possible quests are commonly found in literature and are inherently linked to

the hero and the narration of the game. As a whole, the literary analysis allows to understand

the predicament that arises between historical accuracy and contemporary perspective when

applied to the hero of The Witcher.

The third and fnal part, titled Medieval Elements In-Game, analyses specifc elements from

the game, such as visual depictions of  languages that appear and the urbanisation of  the

capital of the game, in order to understand to what extent they represent medieval  historia

markers that have been adapted to ft the narration of the game. Most of the visual linguistic

depictions found inside the game are either inspired by the Scandinavian Futhark or the

Slavic Glagolitic alphabet. These alphabets have in common the fact that they were present

before the time period the game is set in and that both have been used in amulets where a

magical  use is inferred.  Their role in the game is opposed,  as the analysis demonstrates.

Another  theme  taken  into  account  is  the  urbanisation  of  the  capital  city  in  the  game.

Medieval cities were not subject to a specifc urban approach; seeing if this is the case in The

Witcher translates into a contemporary view of the medieval city. The city is vector of societal

values and the game’s narration. Understanding how the city afects the quests or vice-versa

delineates the city’s use.
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Part 1: The Witcher – The game and its technicalities
The Witcher is a medieval-fantasy  AAA game that launched in 2007 on PC. The Witcher 2

launched in 2011 and  The Witcher 3  in 2015.  Cd Projekt Red, the frm, initially created the

game with a small team of ffty people. Success brings growth, as “what once started out as a

small, skeleton-crew studio is now a premiere RPG developer, employing over 230 people from

all around the world."45 Because of the game's increasing popularity as the sequels appeared, it

has managed to secure CD Projekt Red a funding from the Polish government for increased

research in the video game industry.46 The game is inspired by Andrzej Sapkowski’s books,

although the author stated that the games were not to be thought as a continuation of the

adventures he had created.47 Initially, The Witcher was supposed to allow the player to create

their own hero,48 yet the game designers thought that the players would rather follow the

story of  Geralt of Rivia as the books were well-known in Poland. The cutscene that serves to

introduce the hero is a visual representation of  events that happen in the book  The Last

Wish. The Witcher borrows many elements from the books, such as locations and characters.

The story of  The Witcher is divided into fve chapters, with a prologue which serves as a

tutorial  and epilogue.  IG nominations refer to those chapters as Act 1,  Act 2  etc.  In  The

Witcher's Wikia,49 the acts are named as months, starting the prologue in the month of May

during the festival of  Belleteyne.50 The acts vary in length, yet usually fnish with the player

having to make a difcult choice. The events IG take place during the 13th century. Although

the game ofers a specifc time-line, it does not, however, explicitly state where the events take

place other than in the fctional lands of Temeria.

45 CD PROJEKT RED (2018): Our History. [24/04/2018]
http://en.cdprojektred.com/our-history/ 

46 BATCHELOR J. (2016): CD Projekt Red, Techland receive grants from Polish government's $27.4m research fund.
[24/04/2018]
http://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2016-12-19-cd-projekt-red-techland-receive-grants-from-  polish-  
governments-usd27-4m-research-fund 

47 Sapkowski himself says that “the game is a free adaptation containing elements of my work; an adaptation created
by different authors […] But in no way can it be considered to be an 'alternative version', nor a 'sequel' to the
witcher Geralt stories. Because this can only be told by Geralt's creator.” in PURCHESE R. (2012): Ever wondered
what the author of The Witcher books thinks about the games? [28/05/2018]
https://www.eurogamer.net/articles/2012-11-06-ever-wondered-what-the-author-of-the-witcher-books-thinks-about-
the-games

48 CD PROJEKT RED (2007): Making of Movies: 1.2 geralt., Published online, Cracow, [00.00.52].
49 A page similar to Wikipedia in which anyone can find detailed information on the game. These pages are created by

other players of the game.
50 This is a reference to the fertility festival Beltane that has its roots in early Irish literature, the details are given in

TODD M. (2000): Profane Pastimes and the Reformed Community: The Persistence of Popular Festivities in Early
Modern Scotland., in Journal of British Studies, Vol.39, Num.2, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,  p. 140.
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I. THE ROLE-PLAYING GAME – HISTORY AND CHARACTERISTICS  

RP tabletop games such as the multi-universe Dungeons & Dragons were complex systems

that required the player to keep in mind exactly what their character had done, how they had

evolved during the game and what their skills were. It was in 1975 that  “les prémices d’un

genre vidéoludiquue adapté de ce même jeu de rôle [Dungeons and Dragons]”51 appeared. It is

only in the 80's, D&D excepted, that other RP tabletop games started having specifc worlds

in which the players could evolve. In other words, the  RP tabletop games early university

students – especially computer programmers – were playing were hugely influential in the

creation of the frst video games. Raphaël Lucas' book, L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et

futurs,  explains how RP games became the medium through which game designers would

start thinking their virtual words.

One of the main diferences between RPs and RPGs is in the way the game takes place. In an

RP, every choice is fnal until the end of the game. In a semi-linear RPG such as The Witcher,

the player is allowed to load a previous save if they are not content with the way the story has

developed. Furthermore, in a RP table-top game there is often a game master which has to

plan out the land the players  will  explore,  decide the actions of  the NPCs and act as a

mediator between the players. In The Witcher, all the previous aspects are taken care of by the

game and the player must only focus on controlling Geralt.

What RP has in common with RPGs is the literature both stem from, and what worlds they

tend to represent and include their stories in. Both are inspired by Sci-Fi and Fantasy, which

puts forth the materiality of the world and its ability to be organised according to a coherent

internal narrative.52 The fantasy elements that recurrently appear in medieval-fantasy games,

such as dragons and magic, are part of the medieval folklore too53, and must not necessarily

be treated as a separate category. RPGs are hard to categorise because they seem to describe a

type of experience that has a vague set of rules, which are constantly changing and are being

altered by other games.54 RPGs are described as not pertaining to a specifc genre, but rather,

51 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 17.
52 LUCAS R. (2014): p. 96.
53 TRAXEL O.  (2008):  Medieval  and  Pseudo-Medieval  Elements  in  Computer  Role-Playing  Games:  Use  and

Interactivity., in FUGELSO K. (ed.): Studies in Medievalism XVI: Medievalism in Technology Old and New, D.S.
Brewer, Cambridge, p. 132.

54 LUCAS R. (2014): p. 18, p. 101.
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as  being  a  mixture  of  ideas  that  converge,  requiring  the  player  to  play  intelligently. 55

Understanding  the  visuals  of  the  game  is  the  frst  step  to  be  able  to  understand  the

gameplay.56 In  order to  have a  sense  of  clarity,  we can  say  that  the following  gameplay

elements describe an RPG: “la durée de vie, les mécaniquues de combat dont les résultats sont

liés  au combattant  et  au  hasard,  et  une notion de  développement des  personnages sur  la

longueur.”57 By development of the characters throughout the game, we will understand not

only the player’s development of Geralt, but the NPCs development too.

What stands out from the RP genre, is that the player’s impetus to confront the story and the

environment is seemingly controlled by luck. Video games have difered in this aspect from

table-top games, because video games tend to reward a player’s ability rather than add a value

of uncertainty to a game mechanic. Games that are based on collecting equipment in order to

fght stronger enemies do rely on a drop rate.58 Ultimately, there is a fne line between keeping

the created world believable and player freedom. The character created by the player in an

RPG (or  imposed  by  the  game)  must  not  clash  with  its  environment  lest  it  become

unbelievable, thus preventing the player from associating with the character.59 The Witcher

limits the player’s freedom of creation in a variety of ways: by imposing the main character

who evolves according to player choices, by allowing the player to choose from a very limited

set of equipment and spells and by making character customisation impossible. The journey

from the beginning of the game until the end is not that of the player’s, but that of “their”

Geralt. The Geralt the player is taking hold of is limited and constrained, thus putting the

player in a position of  helper and not  creator. By imposing the main character, the player

seems to simply accompany Geralt on an adventure that would have taken place anyway.

The RPG elements in The Witcher are visual and also pertain to the gameplay, making them

game design choices. An example specifcally pertaining to the RPG genre is the ability tree

the player must invest points in to make Geralt stronger.

55 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 101.
56 BACHELLERIE C. (2013): L’image dans le jeu vidéo.,  in LEJADE O. &  TRICLOT M. (eds.): La fabrique des jeux

vidéo. Au coeur du gameplay, Editions de la Martinière, Paris, p. 107.
57 LUCAS R. (2014): p. 18.
58 Rate, in %, at which the sought for object needed for a quest or other reasons will drop.
59 APPERLEY T. & CLEMENS J. (2016): The Biopolitics of Gaming: Avatar-Player Self-Reflexivity in Assassin’s Creed

II., in The Play Versus Story Divide in Game Studies: Critical Essays, MacFarland & Company Inc., Jefferson, 110-
124 pp.
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II. MANIPULATING THE PLAYER – INTEREST CURVE, EMOTIONS, CHOICES  

This chapter focuses on the ways in which players are manipulated by the game. In order to

understand how a player reacts to the representation of the Middle Ages that  The Witcher

depicts, specifc game design choices that are included are explained from a general angle and

then explained in relation to the game.

RPG games are based on choices. These choices include the type of quests a player has to

complete. Furthermore, each player has a diferent tolerance threshold towards the various

emotional  stimuli  they are subject to when playing.  Seeing to what degree the tolerance

threshold varies between experienced and new players is useful in order to understand how

the  Middle  Ages  are  represented  in  The  Witcher.  Taking  into  account  the  fact  that

experienced  players  have  seen  other  depictions  of  the  Middle  Ages  and  have  therefore

developed  a  resistance60 to  the  integration  of  these  visual  cues  into  their  knowledge

database,61,62 the aim of this chapter is to understand player reactions to certain IG prompts

and how these afect the medieval depiction in the game.

By seeing how the game provokes an intended stimuli in the player, and how strong it is, the

link  between possible  player choice  and  game prompts  in  The  Witcher can  be created.

Narration in  The Witcher  exists through cutscenes,  dialogues and quests.  Yet it is in the

architecture and the small details that the narration comes to life,  where it allows for the

Middle Ages to be represented according to the basic and general level of expectation – the

image transmitted by the game63 – and then understood by the player’s expectations.64 ““It’s

not  something  players  notice  on  a  conscious  level,”  said  Szamałek,  “unless  they’re  PhD

students in medieval architecture. [laughs] I think it all comes together to create this illusion

of a real place you can immerse yourself in.””65 What Szamałek, a senior writer in charge of

The Witcher 3 describes is the need for argumenta in order to create a believable setting.  A

60 SCHELL J. (2014): The Art of Game Design: A Book of Lenses., 2nd Ed., CRC Press, Boca Raton, p. 118.
61 FISCHER S. (2011): Playing with World War II: A Small-Scale Study of Learning in Video Games.,  in Loading…

The Journal of the Canadian Games Study Association, Vol.5, Num.8, CGSA, Published online, p. 74.
62 TRAVICA B. (2013): Conceptualizing Knowledge Culture., in Online Journal of Applied Knowledge Management,

Vol.1, Num.2, OJAKM, Published online, p. 86.
63 TRAXEL O.  M.  (2008):  Medieval  and  Pseudo-Medieval  Elements  in  Computer  Role-Playing  Games:  Use  and

Interactivity.,  in Fugelso K. (ed.): Studies in Medievalism XVI: Medievalism in Technology Old and New, D.S.
Brewer, Cambridge, p. 130.

64 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 269.
65 KLEPEK P. (2015): How The Witcher 3's Developers Ensured Their Open World Didn't Suck. [23/04/2018]

http://kotaku.com/how-the-witcher-3s-developers-ensured-their-open-world-1735034176 
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possible question that emanates from the need for the argumenta to take place is: how is the

link between ludus – and therefore, something out of the ordinary – going to be created with

reference elements pertaining to the player’s real world?66 The answer lies in the details. At

frst,  “le game designer ne sélectionne […] quu’une toute petite part [de l'époquue choisie], celle

quui permet de rendre immédiatement identifiables le sujet et le paysage dont il est quuestion.”67

Once these specifc objects, representations and illustrating elements have been chosen, they

are mixed with other elements from diferent historical periods. The player is then able to

understand the cultural references made, even if they do not have the historical background

to go with it. The mixing of eras facilitates the creation of a realistic world, because the player

has a larger panel of immediately recognisable visual objects in their vicinity. Since Medieval-

Fantasy games often use the same texture packs as their predecessors in a lightly altered

manner,68 many games are simply the same visual elements combined in a diferent layout,

thus becoming a way to reference each other too. In other words, due to technical constraints,

game designers use the same tools for diferent games.  The relationship created between

games because of  these recurrent textures69 is very close. Creating such an intimate bond

makes it easier for the player to navigate from one game to another, because the references

they have seen and known are still present, even if  they have been adapted to best ft the

game they are currently playing. Games become “un modèle de représentation paysagère quui

superpose des stéréotypes topiquues empruntés à diférentes époquues, et le paysage vidéoludiquue

de constituer  un feuilletage de  références  coprésentes  les  unes aux autres.”70 This quote is

emphasised by the use of  key visuals in the game that are able to transmit an immediate

interpretation in the player.71 This is valid for the visuals used in The Witcher, although they

tend to generalise the area of influence. The setting of the game is constructed in a way that

infers the events possibly took place anywhere in current Europe and the events described

were liable to have taken place in any European nation’s history.

66 ANDRÉ L-N.  &  LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S.  (2013):  L’Antiquité  vidéoludique,  une  réssurection  virtuelle?,  in
BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 88.

67 ANDRÉ L-N. & LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S. (2013): p. 90.
68 XOREOS TEAM (2015): The Witcher Models and Areas [28/05/2018]

https://xoreos.org/blog/2015/04/12/the-witcher-models-and-areas/
69 Even if the textures are the most visually explicit elements, this theory can be applied to the logic in quests, to the

narrative prompts etc.
70 ANDRÉ L-N. & LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S. (2013): p. 93.
71 STAMENKOVIĆ D.,  JAĆEVIĆ M. & WILDFEUER J. (2017): The Persuasive Aims of Metal Gear Solid: A Discourse

Theoretical Approach to the Study of Argumentation in Video Games.,  in Discourse, Context & Media, Num.15,
Elsevier, Amsterdam, p. 30.
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Fig.1.1 - A house interior in Vizima
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Fig.1.1  illustrates the previous point made, in which it is apparent that  The Witcher mixes

historical elements from diferent eras in order to create a sense of realism for the player. This

is done by stripping any factually accurate element from its historical context in order to be

able to apply it  anywhere else.  In other words,  by taking  objects  or events  out of  their

historical context, game designers can still use the object to portray an emotion or a reminder

of a diferent historical event as long as the setting maintains an internal coherent structure.72

“Ce procès [de maximisation] […] part d’éléments réels, pour les désolidariser de leur contexte

historiquue, et […] les fictionne ou les “déréalise” en amplifiant leurs caractéristiquues visuelles.” 73

This is one of the available game design choices in order to control a player's perception of the

game environment. By accentuating the visual representation of certain objects or events, the

player does not associate the object or event to a particular individual or use, but rather, it

creates a sense of general understanding. Adding elements to the game that are not supposed

to exist during the period the game is set in, is a clear manipulation of a player's knowledge of

medieval times, where the developers chose to emphasize the argumenta over the historia.

Using  Fig.1.1,  the player can clearly see a chimney inside the house, yet this urban marker

cannot be specifcally dated during the Middle Ages, although it appears it was already in use

during the 13th century, and thus represents an accurate depiction inside the game’s timeline.74

The rest of the house incorporates bits and pieces of medieval elements, such as the wood or

the stone used. The painting on the left wall, however, has nothing to do with the Middle

Ages. The question, then, is to understand why they have put a painting on the wall that

creates a clear dissonance from the medieval times they are trying to represent, since  “at

times,  the  lack  of  precise  historical  recreation  can  substantially  undermine  the  medieval

ambience of these games.”75 The answer lies in the fact that the game designers prefer to create

what Olivier Mauco calls a moment of  respite from the exterior setting and its imposed

environment (quests,  monsters)  thus creating a deliberate  “tension entre  espace public  et

privé.”76 The chimney, then, is there to remind the player that a house, even in The Witcher

72 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 184.
73 ANDRÉ L-N.  &  LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S.  (2013):  L’Antiquité  vidéoludique,  une  réssurection  virtuelle?,  in

BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 92.

74 DRESBECK L. (1971): The Chimney and Social Change In Medieval England., in Albion, Vol.3, Num.1, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 21-32 pp.

75 TRAXEL O.  (2008):  Medieval  and  Pseudo-Medieval  Elements  in  Computer  Role-Playing  Games:  Use  and
Interactivity., in FUGELSO K. (ed.): Studies in Medievalism XVI: Medievalism in Technology Old and New, D.S.
Brewer, Cambridge, p. 130.

76 MAUCO O. (2013): GTA IV. L’envers du rêve américain., Questions théoriques, Paris, p. 90.
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game where danger roams everywhere, is supposed to be a safe place. The painting becomes

the vector of the social status of the owner of the house. Had the chimney not been there, it

would have seemed to be a much colder environment, had the walls not been made out of

wood,  the  same sensation  would  have  been  given.  Visual  symbolism through  colours  is

equally important in the player’s inducement of emotions.77

The Witcher,  then, not only uses elements taken out from their historical  setting,  but by

doing so, is also part of what Laury-Nuria André and Sophie Lécole-Solnychkine call “un large

intertexte quui est celui de la culture paysagère européenne.”78 It is mainly because of European

myths and legends and remnants of long past architecture that medieval-fantasy games can

take historical elements and merge them together to create a world of their own. “The Middle

Ages stand out as being near enough to have continuities with modern Western cultures yet

distant  and  ambiguous  enough,  particularly  in  the  popular  imagination,  to  allow  great

freedom of interpretation.”79 Merging these elements together does not mean stripping them

from their intended purpose.  They ofer a way for the player to learn a somewhat altered

version  of  the  past,  through  a  frst-hand  experience  that  requires  a  logical  and  visceral

comprehension of the Middle Ages.80

77 SCHELL J. (2014): The Art of Game Design: A Book of Lenses., 2nd Ed., CRC Press, Boca Raton, p. 348.
78 ANDRÉ L-N.  &  LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S.  (2013):  L’Antiquité  vidéoludique,  une  réssurection  virtuelle?,  in

BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 90.

79 TRAXEL O.  (2008):  Medieval  and  Pseudo-Medieval  Elements  in  Computer  Role-Playing  Games:  Use  and
Interactivity., in FUGELSO K. (ed.): Studies in Medievalism XVI: Medievalism in Technology Old and New, D.S.
Brewer, Cambridge, p. 138.

80 ZARZYCKI A. (2015): Video Game Narratives: Beyond the Game-Play., in IKEDA Y., HERR C., HOLZER D., KAIJIMA

S.,  KIM M.,  SCHNABEL M.  (eds.):  Emerging  Experience  in  Past,  Present  ad  Future  of  Digital  Architecture,
Proceedings of  the 20th International  Conference of  the Association for  Computer-Aided Architectural  Design
Research in Asia CAADRIA 2015, CAADRIA, Hong Kong, p. 790.
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1. Types of narration – linear, semi-linear, non-linear  

Games can have a linear, semi-linear/hybrid or non-linear narrative.  The Witcher is a semi-

linear game,  where the player can choose to play only doing  the main quests or do the

secondary quests too.  A linear narrative means that every player will  experience the exact

same plot developments. Player choice is usually non-existent and the only thing that may

change is the tactical approach to a puzzle or combat. Even then, the quest or story might

require the objective to be completed in a certain way, using stealth tactics for example.

Fig. 1.1 - Linear narrative

Fig.1.1 is an example of a linear narrative inside a game.81 The circles indicate where the story

changes drastically, in pace and story wise. There is absolutely no player choice available in

this type of narrative. The player advances from A, to B, then to C until the end of the game.

Quests are non-existent. In a linear game, the story is, by defnition, the main quest. This

allows the game designer to choose the exact pace of the game, and at what moment should

there be a turn of events. A linear game allows for an easier way to control the fractal interest

curve.82 Player exploration is close to nil, although these types of games usually ofer another

type of quest, which involves collecting items that have been spread out around the level.

Collecting these items usually grants a bonus to the character, and can range from a bonus

given for the remaining duration of the level, to one that spans until the end of the game.

Non-linear games, such as The Witcher 3, allow the player the utmost freedom of choice that

is possible inside the game's mechanics. Once the players have completed the tutorial, they

are free to roam wherever they want. Players are not restricted to a certain area and may

complete quests in any order they wish. Non-linear games' quests, depending on the choice

made by the game designer, can be organised in two ways, as shown in Fig.1.2 and 1.3.

81 This  image and  all  subsequent  ones are  taken  from MCINTOSH B.,  COHN R.  &  GRACE L.  (2010):  Nonlinear
Narrative in Games: Theory and Practice., Game Careerguide, Published online. [24/04/2018]
https://www.gamecareerguide.com/features/882/nonlinear_narrative_in_games_.php?

82 SCHELL J. (2014): The Art of Game Design: A Book of Lenses., 2nd Ed., CRC Press, Boca Raton, p. 248.
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Fig 1.2 - Open world or non-linear 
narrative

Fig.1.3 - Parallel narrative 
or non/semi-linear narrative

Fig.1.4 - Branching narrative
or semi-linear narrative
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Narrative  elements  are  separated  into  three  categories:  the  exposition,  or  the  initial

introduction to the quest or objective; the conflict, or the active part where the player must

take action in order to advance the storyline or the questline; and fnally the resolution, the

task that must be completed  in order to fnish the objective.  This is very similar to the

Aristotelian narrative.83 In  The Witcher, the  exposition usually appears after a conversation

with a character or by reading notices posted on the notice boards in front of buildings. A text

appears on the screen in yellow describing the name of the quest and the conflict that must

be resolved. For every conflict resolved, the journal is updated, and the next task appears on

the screen. Once the  resolution is completed, the text turns green and the player can read

Geralt’s thoughts on the quest in the journal. The journal serves as a reminder of the choices

done by the player, which can help when trying to choose between the witcher path (the

neutral path), the human path (the Order’s path), or the Scoia’tael path (the Squirrels’ path).

Some quests change according to the path chosen, as does the ending. The player’s choices

have consequences in the following instalments of the game.

Player expectations are drastically diferent according to the narrative type of the game. In a

linear game, a player knows that when they are walking through a certain area, they might not

be able to come back to it again if  they go through specifcally separating elements of  the

game such as doors or stairs. This makes the player pay more attention to their surroundings

and simply observe the scenery. In a semi-linear game, the player knows that the area they are

exploring might be closed after a certain event or quest, thus it is easier for a player to pay

attention to details when they desire and not when the game expects them to. In a non-linear

game, paying attention to detail is an arduous task because the same object is used in other

locations interchangeably.  Thus,  players do not expect to feel  and see the same narrative

techniques which make them pay attention to their surroundings according to the narrative

type the game pertains to. Therefore, in non-linear types of games, to draw the attention of

the player towards a certain aspect of their surrounding, there must be something, an event or

a prompt, that forces the player to look. This is due to the player's capacity to block out what

are deemed  as  unimportant elements.84 A player learns to efectuate this  kind  of  action

83 MCINTOSH B.,  COHN R.  &  GRACE L.  (2010):  Nonlinear  Narrative  in  Games:  Theory  and  Practice.,  Game
Careerguide, Published online. [24/04/2018]
https://www.gamecareerguide.com/features/882/nonlinear_narrative_in_games_.php?

84 SCHELL J. (2014): The Art of Game Design: A Book of Lenses., 2nd Ed., CRC Press, Boca Raton, p. 118.
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because of repetition.85 In The Witcher, before completing the tutorial, the player must talk to

an important NPC, Triss. The sentence that Triss utters leaves no doubt that the player will

not be able to return to the area they have been questing in. “I know we should set out, but I

have a feeling we won't be back, perhaps ever.”86 The dialogue answers leave two options to the

player, either they move on to the next zone or they stay because they “need to do something.”

This example illustrates  Fig.1.3  in which  Triss'  dialogue is the  resolution which opens the

possibility of moving on towards a new area. There are no more active quests at that point

excepting a combat tutorial that can easily be missed, and objects are usually picked up as a

player moves around the area. It seems, then, that the sole purpose of staying a little longer in

the tutorial is to roam semi-freely around.

To conclude,  in  The Witcher the semi-linear narrative style used as shown in  Fig.1.3 and

ending with the resolution found in Fig.1.4 influences the player’s playing style, for they must

be aware of their surrounding at higher levels than the ones expected from a linear narrative.87

The ability to make their own decisions when controlling  Geralt allows the player to make

choices based on various factors, such as their historical knowledge. The Witcher was one of

the frst games to introduce the notion of choices with consequences88 which emphasised the

serious themes the game wanted to tackle in the story. The narration style, then, is not only

about the way of uncovering the story, but also about the means used in order to make the

voyage of digital discovery.

85 PALAUS M.,  MARRON E.,  VIEJO-SOBERA R. &  REDOLAR-RIPOLL D. (2017): Neural Basis of Video Gaming: A
Systematic Review., in Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, Vol.11, Art.248, Frontiers, Lausanne, p. 2.

86 CD PROJEKT RED (2007): The Witcher, Poland, [PC].
87 MCINTOSH B.,  COHN R.  &  GRACE L.  (2010):  Nonlinear  Narrative  in  Games:  Theory  and  Practice.,  Game

Careerguide, Published online. [24/04/2018]
https://www.gamecareerguide.com/features/882/nonlinear_narrative_in_games_.php?

88 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 302.
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2. Building the background to create the setting  

When the player frst starts the game, the main character moves in a confned space, as if

against  a  background.  Other  characters  may  move,  and  whilst  some  elements  in  the

background  may  be  interacted  with,  they  rarely  disappear  or  change  after  the  player's

interaction. This shows that the player is an active agent in the game – through the use of

Geralt – whilst the background is usually passive. Background is “the conditions that form the

setting within which something is experienced.”89 Setting, quite similarly,  “is used to identify

and establish the time, place and mood of the events of the story.”90 These two terms do not

necessarily have to be distinguished in another context, yet in this dissertation it must be

understood that setting describes the background in addition to the quuests. Inside the game,

background is the elements the player can or cannot interact with, it creates the scenery, the

overall picture the player sees when they are or are not actively using Geralt. 

Because the background has a constant active duality (may or may not be interacted with), it

is important to see to what extent those two aspects may be considered as a whole.  The

elements that can be interacted with are often pieces of architecture, animals and monsters,

people and plants. Even when they are allowed to be interacted with, rarely do they change

the background.91 Only when the background changes into the setting of  a quest,  do the

elements that can be interacted with leave a trace, sometimes forcing the player into another

direction. It can be said that the background is what the player sees, and the setting is when

the player interacts and receives a response from from the game. Some objects may pertain to

both  categories,  such  as  NPCs.  NPCs could  be  included  as  an  element that  add  to  the

depiction of the setting, but could be used as a background prop if needed. It is not necessary

to  analyse how  Geralt adapts  to  his  environment  when  not  questing,  because  the

environment, as has been explained, rarely reacts noticeably to the player's actions.

Quests in the game force the player to come back to known locations, unbeknownst to them

that something will change the second time around. The IG elements that change the second

time around afect both the player and the character. They afect the character in the sense

89 MERRIAM WEBSTER (2018): Background [05/05/2018]
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/background

90 LITERARY DEVICES (2018): Setting [05/05/2018]
http://literary-devices.com/content/setting

91 Monsters,  people  and  animals  leave  carcasses  behind  when  killed.  These  disappear  once  looted.  Walls  can
sometimes be broken, but rarely leave rumble.
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that whatever action  Geralt completes,  it works towards an objective.  For the player,  it is

usually  an  unexpected,  stress  related  event.  In  The  Witcher,  these  events  are  almost

exclusively diferent types of monsters appearing in large numbers in order to overwhelm the

player, but can also take the form of a difcult, compulsory choice to make.

For example, in the boss fght of Act 1, when Geralt must fght the barghests (ghost-like dogs)

and the beast (the boss), the player must use two specifc fghting styles – the group and the

fast one. To be able to switch efciently between these two styles requires skill in a stressful

situation. In previous encounters, although the beast appeared, the player never had to fght

it.  Because  the  quest  and  story  demanded  it,  the  player  had  to  go through  an  already

encountered situation (fghting the barghests), in an already explored location (the village

entrance). The setting changes because of three things in this encounter: the beast must be

killed (new monster),  Geralt cannot move freely,  since he is surrounded by green flames

(restrained in an otherwise semi-free environment) and the player must use their previously

acquired skill to defeat the boss (switching between two playing styles). The stress induced

environment is heightened by these 3 new elements.

Background  then,  is  the  passive  state  of  the  setting.  When  analysing  what  creates  the

background, it must be remembered that the player eventually develops a resistance to what

they will  pay attention to.92 In other words,  the brown or grey houses eventually become

simple houses, void of any interest unless a quest specifcally asks to enter one of them. This is

why setting then comes into play, it allows for the background to change and surprise the

player. Background and setting are visual representations of ideas and known facts, which can

change in order to ofer the player an increased gaming experience.93

92 GESLIN E. (2014): Processus d’induction d’émotions dans les environnements virtuels et le jeu vidéo., ENSAM,
Paris, p. 143.

93 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 266.
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3. The tolerance threshold  

Creator of  a well-known adventure franchise,  Toby Gard explains: “I  would argue that the

power to immerse the player, to absorb his attention completely, is the common attribute to

the greatest and most successful games.”94 Manipulation must be seen not as a negative course

of action, but rather a way of maximising enjoyment for the end-user. In  The Witcher, the

main enjoyment comes from the story and seeing the main character evolve in a medieval

context that seems believable and realistic at frst glance.

The more experience a player acquires, the less they will react to certain prompts, or even

narrative techniques. Thus, the player’s enjoyment can signifcantly be lowered the more they

play. The player's ability to adapt to a certain game genre and develop a subset of skills and

emotional  resistance  makes  game design  a  complicated  task,  simply  because  they  must

surprise  their  experienced  player  audience.  “Les  scénarios  élaborés  pour  un  jeu  perdent

d’ordinaire de leur intérêt lorsquu’on les a experimentés plusieurs fois, le suspense et l’efet de

surprise étant moindres.”95 Although one would be tempted to say that if  a player enjoys a

certain type of  game, in this case a single-player,  semi-linear,  semi-open world medieval-

fantasy game:  “La prévisibilité ne démolit pas l’intérêt du public pour le genre. Ce sont les

variantes quui renforcent leur goût prononcé pour le genre.”96

Game developers are forced to include gaming elements that do not seem too complicated for

a novice, yet seem innovative enough for a seasoned player. On one hand, a novice player

must be able to understand the game mechanics, the gameplay, be able to understand the

story in between cutscenes, and learn new types of motor skills. This can only be achieved

through a coherent backdrop, in the case of The Witcher, the Middle Ages. “La continuité et

la cohérence au sein de l’espace permettent à un joueur inexpérimenté de déduire ce quui va

arriver de ce quui  est en train de se dérouler,  et d’entreprendre des actions fondées sur des

hypothèses  sensibles  en  estimant  leur  conséquuences  probables.”97 On the  other  hand,  an

experienced player will fnd complexity in the gameplay, such as choosing the difculty mode,

and satisfaction simply by progressing through the story with a particular attention to detail,

94 GARD T. (2010): Action Adventure Level Design: Kung Fu Zombie Killer. [24/04/2018]
http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/132801/action_adventure_level_design_.php

95 CLARK N. (2013): La répétition ou comment se jouer du temps., in LEJADE O. & TRICLOT M. (eds.): La fabrique
des jeux vidéo. Au coeur du gameplay., Editions de la Martinière, Paris, p. 81.

96 PERRON B. (2016): Silent Hill. Le moteur de la peur., Questions théoriques, Tulle, p. 21.
97 DELEON C. (2013): Espaces de jeu., in LEJADE O. & TRICLOT M. (eds.): p. 92.
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revealing things that a novice player might not pay enough attention to.98 Stéphane Bura

argues that it is the realism in the gameplay that makes the game harder: “l’acroissement du

réalisme a changé la quualité de l’expérience de jeu, donc la façon de jouer. Plus un jeu est

réaliste, plus le joueur doit devenir un expert de sa simulation pour parvenir à le maîtriser. Le

réalisme engendre la complexité.”99 The quote can only be applied to the gameplay and not to

the historical context of a game. Not because one would have a difcult time fnding a book in

the game describing how much damage a monster inflicts on a human being,100 but rather

because that would mean that somehow, depicting a functioning realistic world set in the

Middle Ages would increase the complexity of the gameplay, which is not the case in  The

Witcher.

In Erik Geslin's thesis, Processus d’induction d’émotions dans les environnements virtuels et le

jeu vidéo, he experimented with fear induction in novice and seasoned gamers. “Les sujets se

considérant  comme joueurs  de  jeux  vidéo  ont  moins  peur  et  sont  moins  surpris  dans  les

environnements virtuels, quue les sujets se considérant comme des non-joueurs de jeux vidéo.”101

This demonstrates that developers must adapt their game design in order to appeal to the

highest number of players. How does The Witcher manage to appeal to the veteran players of

the medieval-fantasy genre, and novice players at the same time? Predominantly, by playing

with the historia, argumenta and fabula lenses the Middle Ages are represented through in

The  Witcher.  Whilst the quotation concentrates on emotions felt when playing  a horror

game,  emotional  reactions are seen and  expected  in medieval-fantasy games too.  Geslin

comes to the conclusion that on a scale of negative to positive emotions, there can be low-key

and high-key activation.102 When a player is subject to stress, they pay more attention to the

environment and the context,  albeit involuntarily.  “Le milieu peut déclencher l’attribution

d’attention  sans  quue  l’utilisateur  soit  attentif,  ceci  est  nommé  «  involuntary  attention

allocation » [...] il se peut quu’en focalisant leur attention sur certains stimuli, leur attention à

l’environnement virtuel en général est possiblement décuplé de manière involontaire.”103 Using

98 SCHELL J. (2014): The Art of Game Design: A Book of Lenses., 2nd Ed., CRC Press, Boca Raton, p. 174, p. 178.
99 BURA S. (2013): La machine et le code., in LEJADE O. & TRICLOT M. (eds.): La fabrique des jeux vidéo. Au coeur

du gameplay, Editions de la Martinière, p. 59.
100 TRAXEL O.  (2008):  Medieval  and  Pseudo-Medieval  Elements  in  Computer  Role-Playing  Games:  Use  and

Interactivity., in FUGELSO K. (ed.): Studies in Medievalism XVI: Medievalism in Technology Old and New, D.S.
Brewer, Cambridge, p. 132.

101 GESLIN E. (2014): Processus d’induction d’émotions dans les environnements virtuels et le jeu vidéo., ENSAM,
Paris, p. 141.

102 This emotional activation process is thoroughly explained in GESLIN E. (2014) and appears in SCHELL J. (2014).
103 GESLIN E. (2014): Processus d’induction d’émotions dans les environnements virtuels et le jeu vidéo., ENSAM,
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these diferent levels of activation allows the game designer to keep the gamer constantly on

edge, or to allow them a moment of respite before surprising them, thus advancing the plot in

an interesting manner and manipulating the player into paying attention to the background.

In The Witcher's case, to the key visuals that infer a medieval origin.

The further a player is invested into a game, the stronger their reaction will be. In order to

manipulate the gamer efectively, the game designer must take into account the pacing of the

game, or the fractal interest curve. “Dans la plupart des « Pace Scripting » quue nous avons

observés, les émotions à forte valeur d’activation, comme la peur, ou la joie, correspondent à

des scènes très mouvementées, dans lesquuelles les actions sont rapides. Dans le cas de faibles

activations émotionnelles, comme pour la tristesse ou les états de plénitude, les mouvements

sont  lents.”104 Developers,  then,  have  multiple  occasions  to  strongly  suggest  to  players,

through the game design, to pay attention to the world they evolve in. This allows for novice

players to understand the gameplay, and for more experienced players to pay attention to the

details. Thus creating a balanced dynamic for novice and experienced players alike.

In  The  Witcher,  emotions serve as an actant for player choice.  They must ft within the

narrative theme imposed by the game and adapt to the player’s own resistance. In order to

give a sense of  historicity,  the game shows a variety of  landscapes which are flled  with

medieval key visuals that both novice and experimented players can recognise. Imposing low-

key and high-key activation factors, such as boss battles or collecting flowers, is a game design

device that forces the player, novice or experimented, to notice the setting, and by extension,

the details in the game.

Paris, p. 143.
104 GESLIN E. (2014): p. 126.
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4. Controlling the fractal interest curve  

In The Witcher, dialogues make up an extensive part of the game and they allow the player to

learn about the context in which the story takes place. The semi-linear narration increases the

player choice in dialogues. Yet it is a complicated task for the game designer, who must now

take into account a plethora of possibilities in plot development according to the choices a

player might make during his playthrough. “Si l’on accorde la liberté d’imaginer à nouveau des

événements passés, on peut spéculer sans fin […] Les règles d’un jeu encadrent et limitent ses

spéculations en déterminant les changements susceptibles de se produire.” 105 There must be a

limit to the freedom of choice given to the player, else too many scenarios must be thought

of.106 By limiting a player's choices when deciding on how the storyline will progress, it allows

the game designer to create an intricate, deep and moving storyline that can make the player

question their own choices in relation to the story and the medieval setting. 107 Before the

advent of The Witcher, games usually ofered choices in the dialogues but failed to accurately

represent the consequences of those choices on the long-term, game wise.108 Whilst not every

dialogue may have repercussions on the plot,  important dialogues are not presented any

diferently in The Witcher than their secondary questline counterparts. This forces the player

to choose wisely every time they make a decision, because they are unsure if it will alter the

storyline.

Choosing to maintain the same presentation for all quests is, in a certain manner, a way to

manipulate the player and lure him into a false sense of security. By creating a sense of non-

existent threat when choosing a dialogue option, the unexpected outcome of  the player's

choices will be emotionally strong, especially if it is their frst playthrough. This is a way to

increase a player's desire to play a second time. Creating alternative outcomes for certain

pieces of dialogue is a perfect example of how manipulation uses the gameplay elements in

order to change the player's fractal interest curve throughout the game.

105 CLARK N. (2013): La répétition ou comment se jouer du temps., in LEJADE O. & TRICLOT M. (eds.): La fabrique
des jeux vidéo. Au coeur du gameplay., Editions de la Martinière, Paris, p. 78.

106 RYAN M-L.  (2013):  Des jeux narratifs  aux fictions ludiques.  Vers  une poétique de la  narration interactive.,  in
BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 37.

107 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 266.
108 LUCAS R. (2014): pp. 262-263.
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The  Witcher uses  dialogue  choices  as  a  means  to  manipulate  a  player's  emotions.  It  is

therefore possible to wonder if  other game design choices such as the architecture of  the

buildings or the objects found in the world were done consciously. These choices might seem

minor details, yet they thoroughly contribute to creating the context and backdrop of  the

game. Since The Witcher is inspired from a series of books, the context, the narration, must

be explained well  enough so that the books become the secondary element of  narrative

resource instead of the main one. Players that do not wish to read the books should not feel

like they are missing important information, yet the players that have read them should feel

as though the knowledge they have gained from them was helpful in understanding the story

and when making certain dialogue choices.
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Part 2: Literary influences – The seeker and the sought after
The Witcher’s story, hero and  key visuals can be analysed from a literary point of  view. In

doing  so, it  becomes  possible  to  establish  a  link  between  known  medieval  literature,

especially lays, epics and allegories, and all the elements that are present in The Witcher. The

Witcher is not the only game to have adapted known medieval lays and texts. Valkyrie Profile

(1999) adapted parts of  Snorri’s Edda and used the eschatology surrounding Ragnarok in

order to force the player into thinking outside of  the box to obtain the game’s alternative

ending,109 thus rewarding the player’s knowledge of  medieval texts and their ability to act

outside of the frame of the medieval story. Although there are no such expected actions in

The Witcher, Act 1 of the game includes a prophetical end of the world scenario which Geralt

must stop from happening.110 This is concrete evidence of the renewed use of past narrative

plots from literary sources. The Witcher can be analysed from either a general literary point of

view that exacerbates the setting of  the game, the story and the objectives that the player

must  complete,  or  analysed  through  a  more  specifc  angle  that  concentrates  on  select

elements in the game, such as the hero and the quests.

The literary influences that afect The Witcher are varied and can be seen in select medieval

texts or general literary genres. Some genres, such as Fantasy, appear to be more prominent

that others  when included  in video games.111 In order to understand to what extent the

medieval sources have merged with the depiction of  the Middle Ages in  The Witcher,  the

apparent medieval literary influences on the game, and more specifcally, on Geralt, are taken

into account. This is done whilst emphasising the aspects of narration and aesthetics, since

they are one of  the most prominent and important facets of  a video game. This not only

shows the amount of  research that has gone into creating a game with some historically

factual elements, but also demonstrates the way in which stories are constantly rearranged in

order to ft the narration of the game.

109 GONZALEZ M. (2015): Valkyrie Profile, el ser y la pérdida., in VENEGAS A. (ed.): Mitología y Videojuegos, Presura,
Num.VII, Published online, Badajoz.

110 The prophecy appears in  The Witcher, although the complete prophecy, titled  AEN ITHLINNESPEATH, is given as
follows in SAPKOWSKI A. (2010): Blood of Elves, 1st Ed., Hachette Book Group, New York, [ebook], Loc.49.
“Verily I say unto you, the era of the sword and axe is nigh, the era of the wolf's blizzard. The Time of the White
Chill and the White Light is nigh, the Time of Madness and the Time of Contempt: Tedd Deireádh, the Time of End.
The world will die amidst frost and be reborn with the new sun. It will be reborn of Elder Blood, of Hen Ichaer, of
the seed that has been sown. A seed which will not sprout but burst into flame. Ess'tuath esse! Thus it shall be!
Watch for the signs! What signs these shall be, I say unto you: first the earth will flow with the blood of Aen Seidhe,
the Blood of Elves...”

111 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 101.
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The texts studied accurately depict the attitude that was expected or heavily encouraged of

knights during the Middle Ages. In the medieval texts, such as Beowulf, the chivalric attitude

is often said to conform to a code.112 The chivalric ideal and its evolution113 can be used as an

analytic source when transposing it onto Geralt and his expected attitude by the player114 and

the NPCs in the game. Because Geralt often has the choice to answer in two diferent manners

when prompted to in dialogues, understanding if there is any substantial diference between

the two types of answers, such as ofering a specifc type of moral ground, can be useful in

discerning what types of  hero appear at the end of  the game,  and if  they conform to a

medieval image or are influenced by contemporary expectations.

The 19th century literary medieval revival115 influenced the fgure of the hero and the quests

the hero embarked  on.  Furthermore,  the way in which the quests  were supposed  to be

achieved, through internal or external movement, was also modifed. The rewards obtained at

the end of the quests are cultural elements that, analysed through a literary perspective, show

the historical type of influence The Witcher has decided to use.

By explaining the literary components of  the active seeker in the game,  Geralt,  to what is

sought after through quests, various markers such as emotional struggle and geographical

displacement  appear as  being  influenced  by  medieval  sources.  The extent  to  which  the

medieval sources and contemporary literary genres merge in order to inspire the image of the

seeker and the sought after in The Witcher is analysed through a literary and historical prism

in order to be understood.

112 STITT M. (2009): Beowulf and the heroic code, Published online, Nevada. [05/11/2017]
https://faculty.unlv.edu/jmstitt/Eng477/papers1/code.html

113 PRICE F. (2016): Reinventing Liberty. Nation, Commerce, and the British Historical Novel from Walpole to Scott.,
Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, p. 136.

114 ANDRÉ L-N.  &  LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S.  (2013):  L’Antiquité  vidéoludique,  une  réssurection  virtuelle?,  in
BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 88.

115 CHANDLER A. (1965): Sir Walter Scott and the Medieval Revival.,  in Ninteenth-Century Fiction, Vol.19, Num.4,
University of California Press, Berkeley, p. 315.

39

https://faculty.unlv.edu/jmstitt/Eng477/papers1/code.html


I. GERALT THE HERO  

In The Witcher, the events mainly revolve around Geralt, the cause and efect of the events

that happen are directly influenced by his presence. Certain resolutions to the conflicts he is

part of cannot be unravelled without the involvement of another character. As is usual in The

Witcher,  the player will  have to choose between stepping  in  to resolve the conflict that

involves the NPC or leaving them to their own fate. There is one event in The Witcher where

such choice compels a strong evidence of historical parallels. Analysing the possible choices

given  to  the  player  in  this  particular  event  from  a  literary  and  historical  perspective

demonstrates to what extent the player is expected to think with a contemporary train of

thought or a supposedly medieval one. Therefore, the questions that arise are numerous. For

example, the extent to which  Geralt is supposed to be a medieval hero can be called into

question. Furthermore, the main literary genres that have constructed the image of the hero

in The Witcher can be debated, for the construction of the hero happens not only according

to medieval influences, but also in part due to contemporary ideals.

Medieval texts play a larger role in influencing the main character and the quests Geralt must

accomplish than the visual background of the game. They do, of course, influence to a certain

extent the digital world Geralt moves in, yet the main sphere of efect is in no doubt apparent

in the main hero.  For instance,  the destiny and the fate of  Geralt are largely predefned,

imitating medieval conventions that have evolved from the Epic genre.116

The key to this analysis, to understanding the spheres of efect of literature inside the game

starts with Beowulf, because it is one of the most well-known medieval texts of the British

Isles and is considered to be  “[one of  the]  finest  expressions of  heroic-age ideals  in  early

Britain.”117 This text is a strong and concise starting point to this second part,  because it

created an image of the warrior and knight that withstood the test of time, as the literature it

has inspired demonstrates throughout the centuries.118 The image of the warrior and knight

116 MOORMAN C. (1954): Suspense and Foreknowledge in “Beowulf.”,  in College English, Vol.15, Num.7, National
Council of Teachers of English, Urbana, p. 381.

117 HAIGH C.  (1985):  The Cambridge Historical  Encyclopedia  of  Great  Britain and  Northern  Ireland.,  Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, p. 54.

118 This is especially obvious for the influence in the Y Gododdin and the following inspired stories by the subsequent
generation of Welsh bards, the Gogynfeirdd. For more information on the possible exchange of references between
the Irish, the Welsh and the British, especially concerning poetry, the following source is particularly relevant:
MATONIS A. (1978): Traditions of panegyric in Welsh poetry: The heroic and the chivalric., in Speculum, Vol. 53,
Num.4, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 667-687 pp.
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the text brings forth  can be paralleled  in  The  Witcher,  in  Geralt´s  attitude and  actions

undertaken throughout the game.

Because Beowulf is partly inspired by some of the Scandinavian legends the Edda is based

upon, the Edda is also included in the analysis with the previous text. Furthermore both texts

also  share  the  particularity  of  having  some  recurring  motifs,  such  as  the  fght  against

dragons.119 Although arguably none of the texts that have been mentioned or are mentioned

are taken as a completely accurate depiction of  the events they present, they do allow the

modern reader to gain insight on the expected attitude of the heroes of society in the Middle

Ages.

Understanding specifc medieval texts is useful in order to compare the stories they depict

and the heroes’ attitudes with The Witcher. However, to broaden and enlarge the insight of

the literary influences on the game, and more specifcally, the hero, contemporary and 19th

century literary genres have to be taken into account. Romanticism, the Gothic and Fantasy

genres have in common the fact that they were and are, when included in a medieval-fantasy

world, contemporary reinterpretations of the Middle Ages which brought forth the desire to

renew with a specifc cultural  tradition in a medieval  setting.120 Moreover, the Gothic and

Fantasy genres’ narrative base is formed by using a strong element of suspense, where reality

and  imagination  are  ambiguously  connected.  This  is  an  element  that  can  be  found  in

numerous Medieval-Fantasy RPGs and The Witcher in particular.

By adding the additional lens of literary analysis to Erik E. Champion’s study on social and

cultural presence in video games121 in the Romanticism, Gothic and Fantasy genres, the role of

the hero in The Witcher is analysed from its evolution across diferent literary genres to the

types of presence and their possible influence on the hero. Other studies have concentrated

on understanding how presence can be altered in order to render a setting more realistic or

historically  accurate.122 Adding  presence  to  the  analysis  of  the  hero  allows  for  an

unprecedented understanding of Geralt’s role in The Witcher.

119 HALLBERG P. (1975): Old Icelandic Poetry. Eddic Lay and Skaldic Verse., University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln,
14-60 pp.

120 DI CARPEGNIA FALCONIERI T. (2015): Médiéval et militant: penser le contemporain à travers le Moyen Âge., Droz,
Genève, p. 96, p. 171.

121 CHAMPION E. (2004): Social Presence and Cultural Presence In Oblivion., UNSW Australia, Paddington.
122 FISCHER S. (2011): Playing with World War II: A Small-Scale Study of Learning in Video Games.,  in Loading…

The Journal of the Canadian Games Study Association, Vol.5, Num.8, CGSA, Published online, 71-89 pp.
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1. Beowulf and the Edda – Medieval influences  

Beowulf, one of the most famous Old English epic poems of all time, depicts society and its

expectations of a warrior in a way that is confrmed by historical and archaeological sources,

such as the comitatus in the  Germania of  Tacitus.123 If  we look a little further,  “Caesar’s

account  of  Celtic  society  […]  closely  parallels  that  of  Tacitus  on  the  Germans.” 124 It  then

becomes  undeniable  that  there  is  no  need  to  separate  historically  factual  reports  and

narrative veracity into two diferent categories in Beowulf. In other words, the story narrated

in the epic poem becomes a believable portrayal of  knightly attitude and warrior prowess

because  there  are  various  historical  accounts  predating  Beowulf  that  show  the  same

characteristics. We can say that Beowulf manages to delineate a warrior ethic that was already

present  in  two 6th century  Welsh poems,  the  Aneirin and  the  Taliesin,125 thus  predating

Beowulf. Although Beowulf came after the Welsh poems, it proves that warrior ethics had not

changed in 4 centuries, even across borders. Parallels have been drawn between Beowulf ’s

combative techniques126 and the monsters fought to similar – if not exactly the same – events

in Irish legends.127 It cannot be said that Beowulf is a copy of an Irish myth, but it is clear that

the epic poem has taken influences from previously known stories, going so far geographically

that some elements can be attributed to the Viking area of  influence,  thus showing that

“many  Germanic  or  Scandinavian  elements  in  the  poem  reflect  English  interest  in

contemporary neighbours rather than inherited memories of prehistoric Denmark.”128 Beowulf

represents much more than a single nation’s attitude in regards to heroic chivalry due to its

multiple attested influences.  By including elements that can be found in other countries’

myths, Beowulf confrms a similar yet not entirely homogeneous way of thinking dispersed

across a large territory.  The Witcher uses the same technique in order to reach out to the

largest number of people by including historical and cultural elements of a wide geographical

range that allow for past referencing and sharing.

123 HAIGH C.  (1985):  The Cambridge Historical  Encyclopedia  of  Great  Britain and  Northern  Ireland.,  Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, p. 82.

124 HAIGH C. (1985): Ibid.
125 HAIGH C. (1985): Ibid.
126 PUHVEL M. (1966): Beowulf's Slaying of Daghræfn. A Connection with Irish Myth?, in Folklore, Vol.77, 

Num.4, Taylor & Francis, Oxfordshire, p. 282.
127 SCOWCROFT M. (1999): The Irish Analogues to Beowulf., in Speculum, Vol.74, Num.1, The University of Chicago

Press, Chicago, p. 26.
128 SCOWCROFT M. (1999): p. 29.
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Because  the  link  between  Beowulf  and  Germanic  and  Scandinavian  literary  elements  is

undoubtedly present, the Edda is a strong candidate for a literary analysis on The Witcher’s

hero. The Edda’s influence on  The Witcher is limited to the personality traits that can be

found in Odin and Loki, especially in their use of cunning tactics, intelligence and knowledge

of the runes. Certain instances in the saga, such as Odin drinking from Mimir’s well to gain

knowledge of the runes129 has no doubt inspired the trial of the grasses130 the young chosen

warriors are subject to before transforming into witchers. In Norse myth, cunning intelligence

is given to someone “who is ultimately instrumental in resisting and overcoming the sovereign

and his  order.”131 Although Geralt is not generally cunning,  his knowledge of  humans and

monsters allows him to turn unanticipated situations to his favour. His greater intelligence is

instrumental  in  his  quests  and  in  the  completion  and  resolution  of  conflicts  that  arise

unexpectedly.  In  the  Edda,  Loki  is  the  main  representative  of  such  intelligence  and  is

considered as a “gjennomgangsfigur, a cipher whose purpose is to supply a connecting thread

for story cycles, filling whatever roles are needed along the way.” 132 Geralt is not unlike Loki,

capable of  adapting to any quest’s requirements even if  it means sheathing his sword. In

doing so, not only is Geralt proving his adaptability, but he is also proving the extent of his

knowledge and superiority. This type of intelligence is known as metis133 in ancient Greek, and

can be attested to being used in the Edda. It is sometimes said in The Witcher, when Geralt is

about to accept a quest that “another witcher tried, but failed.”134 Geralt is confronted to the

failure of his colleagues, yet should Geralt fail, it would only be the player’s fault. With this

knowledge in mind,  upon hearing  this phrase,  the player understands that Geralt,  even

within the witchers, is someone particularly skilled, if not the most feared. By sharing Odin’s

and Loki’s psychological traits, Geralt is elevated to their ranks, at least for the duration of the

game’s narrative. Geralt is the only witcher to have various surnames, one of them being the

white wolf. Wolves are not exempt from the Edda, the most famous one being Fenrir, Loki’s

129 STONE A. (1989): Bran, Odin, and the Fisher King: Norse Tradition and the Grail Legends.,  in Folklore, Vol.100,
Num.1, Taylor & Francis, Oxfordshire, p. 33.

130 In the trial, young men must drink a concoction of herbs in order to change their body and mind. After a week
where the most weak do not make it out alive, they have essentially become witchers and may complete their
training.

131 WANNER K. (2009): Cunning Intelligence in Norse Myth: Loki, Odinn, and the Limits of Sovereignty., in 
History of Religions, Vol.48, Num.3, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 213.

132 WANNER K. (2009): p. 224.
133 DOLMAGE J. (2009): Metis, Mêtis, Mestiza, Medusa: Rhetorical Bodies across Rhetorical Traditions.,  in Rhetoric

Review, Vol.28, Num.1, Taylor & Francis, Oxfordshire, p. 5.
134 CD PROJEKT RED (2007): The Witcher, Poland, [PC].
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son, that eventually kills Odin during Ragnarok. Although the similarity between Geralt and

Fenrir seems to be exclusively related to the wolf, a detailed analysis of this animal and other

events surrounding its birth show supplementary parallels between both characters, albeit

few in number. The image of Fenrir is one of destruction135 which corresponds to the negative

image given to Geralt by his surname “the butcher of Blaviken.”136 Fenrir spends time amongst

the Gods and ultimately fghts against them,137 whilst Geralt, depending on the choices of the

player, fghts at the end of the game against an entity that seems powerful enough to be a

God.

Beowulf ’s warrior ethic is largely comprised of the heroic codes that valued certain attributes

of Germanic society. These were not to be transgressed and were considered to be strength,

courage and honour.138 “The heroic code claims that glory is achieved in this life through noble

deeds”139 yet scholars agree that “there are certain social and economic implications in these

poems […] Their warriors sought their rewards in treasure.” 140 Noble deeds were not separated

from a monetary or social reward. This type of narration is applied to The Witcher by giving

the player the opportunity to choose, if not to do a noble deed, at least to tend towards their

own lesser evil,141 whilst amassing a certain number of useful objects and money as reward.

This gratifcation is a necessary gameplay implementation. It allows the player to interact

with NPCs, thus giving them to opportunity to learn more about the history of the game and

why certain events take place in the story. In Beowulf,  The Witcher’s lesser evil  is present

through  “not  clearly  delineated  [cosmic  good  and  evil]  […]  human  right  and  wrong  are

inseparably  intertwined  as  well  as  unalterably  opposed.”142 Yet,  unlike  in  The  Witcher,

Beowulf ’s story is set in stone and will not be transformed by the audience. The Edda takes on

a similar view, yet insists on the hero’s free will and the ability to choose whichever path they

wish to pursue.143 The game allows the player to interact with the story in ways that epic

135 LINDOW J. (2001): Norse Mythology: A Guide to the Gods, Heroes, Rituals, and Beliefs., Oxford University Press,
New York, p. 113.

136 SAPKOWSKI A. (1993): The Last Wish., 1st Ed., Hachette Book Group, New York, [ebook], Loc.1139.
137 LINDOW J. (2001): p. 114.
138 STITT M. (2009): Beowulf and the heroic code., Published online, Nevada [05/11/2017]

https://faculty.unlv.edu/jmstitt/Eng477/papers1/code.html 
139 STITT M. (2009): Ibid.
140 HAIGH C.  (1985):  The Cambridge Historical  Encyclopedia  of  Great  Britain and  Northern  Ireland.,  Cambridge

University Press, Cambridge, p. 54.
141 The player’s lesser evil is not necessarily the game’s optimal and expected narrative choice.
142 KROLL N. (1986): "Beowulf": The Hero as Keeper of Human Polity., in Modern Philology, Vol.84, Num.2, The 

University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 118.
143 WAX R.,  WAX M. (1955): The Vikings and the Rise of Capitalism.,  in American Journal of Sociology, Vol.61,

Num.1, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, pp. 5-6.
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literature could not. By giving the player the option to embody Geralt, the game is essentially

setting the premise for a personifcation of  the heroic deeds Geralt will  accomplish.  The

moral  standards are triple,  they are the story’s,  Geralt’s  and the player’s.  The story gives

certain clues as to what the expected ending should be and how to go about the game in order

to obtain it.  Geralt might have certain feelings in the game that can be understood through

the comments or the dialogues he participates in, and fnally, the player is made to choose to

act in the story according to their own feeling or according to the new digital persona they

have become through Geralt.144

In Beowulf, as in other medieval texts,  “all of the characters' moral decisions originate from

the code's directives. Consequuently all individual actions can be seen only as either complying

with or going against the code.”145 The code stands for the directives someone was supposed to

abide to according to their social status. There is no such code or directive in The Witcher,

although it is sometimes mentioned in the books that a certain action might go against the

witcher code, such as killing a person for money. “Because people respect that [the value of the

code]”146,  Geralt  uses  the  code  as  an  excuse  to  do  as  he  pleases,  although  that  is  only

mentioned in The Witcher 2. It should be noted that the game does not allow the player to

destroy any NPC they please, this restrains the player from going against a larger scheme of

moral righteousness – a clear division between what is right and wrong – imposed by the

game.147 If  there is any code to be found in  The Witcher,  it is the opaque and mysterious

witcher code that resembles a loose set of situational moral codes. In the game, depending on

the  decisions  undertaken,  Geralt  will  sometimes  mention  that  he  has  strayed  from the

witcher path by being too involved in matters that should not have preoccupied him. It is

sufcient to understand that the transgression of certain moral codes according to the game’s

expected narrative direction are able to be punished148 or when done by the player, actually

render the player’s progression harder. The choices the player makes when prompted to by

the narration afects to a certain extent how the NPCs will react to Geralt. 

144 TURKEY S.  &  KINZER C.  (2014):  The  Effects  of  Avatar-based  Customization  on  Player  Identification.,  in
International Journal of Gaming and Computer-Mediated Simulations, Vol.6, Num.1, IGI Global, Hershey, 1-26 pp.

145 STITT M. (2009): Beowulf and the heroic code., Published online, Nevada [05/11/2017]
https://faculty.unlv.edu/jmstitt/Eng477/papers1/code.html 

146 SAPKOWSKI A. (1993): The Last Wish., 1st Ed., Hachette Book Group, New York, [ebook], Loc.634.
147 SCHELL J. (2014): The Art of Game Design: A Book of Lenses., 2nd Ed., CRC Press, Boca Raton, p. 128.
148 The main storyline depicts the fall of a fleeting witcher that has caused irreparable damage and Geralt must choose

his fate, thus showing that the game includes consequences for the main characters involved in the narrative.
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There is clearly an overarching narrative route parallel to that of Geralt fnding his memory

back, which is that of  the nation’s future and Geralt’s place in these events.  Beowulf  is –

although not amnesic – similarly involved in the fate of his own country and kingdom. In

Beowulf,  choosing  to  fght  Grendel  and  the  other  monsters  proves  to  have  political

consequences.149 Similarly, in The Witcher, Geralt must choose on whose side he will fght, the

rebel elves’ or the knights of the order’s. This choice has political and narrative consequences

which appear in the subsequent games.  The political  dilemma present in the game is  a

reminder of Beowulf ’s interaction with Grendel and how seemingly polar opposites can in

fact be alterations of one’s self: “These ambiguous epithets highlight the mix of the human and

monstrous,  the  civilized  and  uncivilized,  and  the  protective  and  destructive  in  each.  The

correspondences are extensive enough to indicate that Grendel is not only Beowulf ’s ironic

counterpart […] but also the hero’s monstrous double.”150 When Geralt is confronted to choose

between the elves and the knights,  the game implies that Geralt must favour one of  the

existing personality traits, emotional stances or logical reasoning that inhabit him. The elves

represent the marginal, abandoned and lonely, fallen from past glory. Yet they also steal goods

and kill people for their own interest, which does not adhere to the witcher’s code mentioned

earlier on. The knights on the other hand, protect people from monsters altruistically yet they

hold a deep hatred for other races. Geralt’s initial stance on the political matter is conveyed by

an elf  encountered in Act I,  that maintains that Geralt is  “no Aen Seidhe,  but you’re  not

d’hoinne […] either.”151 Any choice made will be a reflection of one or the other faction’s traits,

which can be found in Geralt’s history and personality. It then becomes clear why choosing to

remain politically neutral is considered the witcher’s true path, because it reflects Geralt’s

expected personality by the story and not the one the player has chosen to create according to

their own principles. In order to remain politically neutral, the player must choose to not

become physically involved in the political matters that are happening in the game, either by

skipping secondary quests or choosing the dialogue option that does not choose a side. Often,

this means the slaughter of more NPCs than choosing to become involved politically would

have prompted. In the end, the only choice that will dictate the outcome of the player’s path is

in the fnal quest,  although that cannot be inferred in the frst playthrough.  The Witcher

149 KROLL N. (1986): "Beowulf": The Hero as Keeper of Human Polity.,  in Modern Philology, Vol.84, Num.2, The
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 121.

150 KROLL N. (1986): p. 122.
151 Protecting the goods for Haren in CD PROJEKT RED (2007): The Witcher, Poland, [PC].
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renders almost impossible to adhere to a heroic medieval image of the warrior of courage and

honour152 whilst remaining neutral, as would the witcher path require it.

It should be made clear that although there is no foreshadowing of Geralt’s destiny as there is

for Beowulf ’s,  both can be said to use the elements of  audience/player foreknowledge to

increase  dramatic  tension.  In  Beowulf,  “the  epic  poet  uses  foreshadowing  statements  to

establish and keep before his  audience the idea of an operative and benevolent Fate which

controls the actions and destiny of the hero.”153 There is no benevolent Fate in The Witcher,

because the destiny predicted at the beginning of Act I calls for the end of the world. The

tension is created at the beginning of the game so that the player is left with the impression

that, through Geralt, they are going against the world’s imminent doom. The only time Geralt

believes in destiny is attested in the books, and his belief comes to life in The Witcher 3. In

Germanic Epic sagas, Fate was the one foe that could not be beaten. 154 This is where the frst

game breaks away from the convention of an epic narrative, for the hero’s success does not

depend on the three commonly found necessary narrative objects: God, Fate and the hero’s

courage.155 In  The Witcher,  the monsters encountered sometimes serve to accentuate the

game’s tension and narrative arc,  yet they are never Geralt’s sole narrative purpose,  since

exterminating monsters is Geralt’s profession.  Beowulf,  on the other hand,  dies once his

purpose is completed and does so courageously against a dragon. In the Edda, Loki cannot

fght against the Fate of Ragnarok and is ultimately exterminated. It seems, then, that Geralt

cannot disappear until he has fulflled his heroic destiny, one that remains unknown at the

end of The Witcher.

To conclude, it appears that Geralt is influenced to a certain extent by paralleled origins and

reputation with Fenrir, by the adherence to a code just like Beowulf and by the fghts that

become political excuses in order to bring about order to the world. In the end, it is the player

who chooses to what extent Geralt embodies the medieval hero.

152 STITT M. (2009): Beowulf and the heroic code., Published online, Nevada [05/11/2017]
https://faculty.unlv.edu/jmstitt/Eng477/papers1/code.html 

153 MOORMAN C. (1954): Suspense and Foreknowledge in “Beowulf”.,  in College English, Vol.15, Num.7, National
Council of Teachers of English, Urbana, p. 382.

154 FLEMING VAN SWERINGEN G.  (1915):  The Main Literary Types of  Men in the Germanic Hero-Sagas.,  in The
Journal of English and Germanic Philology, Vol.14, Num.2, University of Illinois Press, Champaign, p. 222.

155 NIST J. (1963): Beowulf and the Classical Epics., in College English, Vol.24, Num.4, National Council of Teachers
of English, Urbana, pp. 257-258.
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2. Romanticism, Gothic and Fantasy – Adding facets to the hero  

With the advent of Romanticism, medieval imagery and history was propelled as one of the

main themes in this genre,  where  “the beautiful and authoritative [medieval] past  [could]

majestically [unfold] into the present.”156 The main traits of Romanticism that can be applied

to The Witcher appear to be related to the morals of the hero, to his personal evolution and

sentiment.  If the Epic genre narrates the social dynamics of the characters in the story, then

Romanticism translates into a more precise approach concerned with the narrative of  the

individual.157 The medieval revival that took place in the 19th century through Romanticism

created the image of a hero that yearned for adventure. 158 The desire for adventure is closely

linked  to the desire for the main character to leave their inhibitions behind.  In seeking

adventure, the hero wanders indefnitely,159 creating an individual experience160 for himself

that  becomes  malleable  according  to  the  events  he  is  subject  to. Romanticism  is  also

characterised by the predominance of  emotion and imagination,161 and is closely linked to

apparent visual symbolism in the game. Emotional symbolism is present through colours and

objects in the setting. Romanticism’s influence has a greater efect on the relationships and

the attitudes the characters share rather than the setting, the story and the quests. The latter,

however mildly, are still influenced by this literary genre.

The medieval revival notwithstanding, there are 2 additional subcurrents that develop under

Romanticism; descendentalism and transcendentalism: the former concentrates on realism

and  scientifc  attitude  in  literary  work,  whilst  the  latter  relishes  on  mysticism  to  ofer

explanations for the uncomprehended narrative elements.162 Transcendentalism helped the

Romantic to overcome the latent state of  opposition between the rational  mind and the

overflowing  emotions  by  ofering  a  space  where  the  unknown  and  the  desired  was

rationalised and understood. In The Witcher, Geralt’s intuition – which proves the founding

marker for transcendentalist thought – is actually the player’s during dialogue choices. All

other choices are made logically and rationally through the help of IG tools and thus cannot

156 FAIRCHILD H. (1931): The Romantic Quest., Columbia University Press, New York, p. 19.
157 BREIZMANN N. (1998): "Beowulf" as Romance: Literary Interpretation as Quest., in MLN. Comparative Literature

Issue, Vol.113, Num.5, The Josh Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, pp. 1022-1023.
158 SUMMERS M. (1964): The Gothic Quest., Russell and Russell, New York, p. 41.
159 FAIRCHILD H. (1931): p. 1, p. 10, p. 12, p. 19, pp. 37-38.
160 DAY A. (1996): Romanticism., 1st Ed., Routledge, London, p. 4.
161 FAIRCHILD H. (1931): p. 1.
162 FAIRCHILD H. (1931): p. 146.
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represent an outgrowth of the previous transcendentalist thought, but rather are examples of

a descendentalist approach when analysing the  IG tools through a literary prism. Because

Geralt is both the creator and the contributor of his own story, he adheres to the expected

attitude of the heroes of Romanticism,163 yet breaks away from them intellectually.

As a result of  the emotional  liberation that Romanticism brought forth,  the hero of  this

literary genre changes to become similar to the young man of feeling, to the young Jacobin

after the French Revolution that can be both “frigidly romantic and torridly rationalistic.”164

The young hero keeps a code, similar to the medieval code of conduct, and does not want his

nobility to be admired. “He simply has a system, and follows it constantly.”165 Although these

heroes follow a set of rules, they reject established laws and conventions, and thus turn the

system’s attention to their very self166 by becoming the one to embody the rejection of, not

only rules, but the attack on the freedom of the self  by a specifc grouping of individuals.

Geralt, applying his witcher code, becomes a hero that evolves on the fringes of society. In so

doing, he embodies the hero of Romanticism.167

The  doctrine  of  necessity of  the 18th century,  which states  that  “at  any  given  time,  it  is

impossible for [someone] to act otherwise than as [they] are acting” 168 was both appealing to

the Romanticism hero’s reason and terrible for his emotional state. It was appealing in the

sense that the ego of  the hero is nourished by the attention bestowed unto him, 169 thus

becoming more individualistic and capable of personal growth. However, if the concentration

on the self  was pushed too far, the hero was capable of  rapidly crossing the line between

actively  considering  and seeking  self-improvement into an egoistical  latent incapacity of

becoming better.170 Because all the surrounding elements were evaluated against the self, the

hero perversely concentrates exclusively on himself,171 the rest of his surroundings becoming

simple tools for his growth. In doing so, in stepping over the boundaries of the ascetic, the

163 BREIZMANN N. (1998): "Beowulf" as Romance: Literary Interpretation as Quest., in MLN. Comparative Literature
Issue, Vol.113, Num.5, The Josh Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, p. 1024.

164 FAIRCHILD H. (1931): The Romantic Quest., Columbia University Press, New York, pp. 37-38.
165 FAIRCHILD H. (1931): pp. 38-39.
166 WILSON J.  (1972):  Tirso,  Molière,  and Byron: The Emergence of Don Juan as  Romantic Hero.,  in The South

Central Bulleting, Vol.32, Num.4, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, p. 246.
167 NORTHROP F. (1968): A Study of English Romanticism., Random House, New York, p. 41.
168 FAIRCHILD H. (1931): p. 30.
169 WILSON J. (1972): p. 247.
170 WILSON J. (1972): Ibid.
171 FURST L. (1969): Romanticism in Perspective: A Comparative Study of Aspects of the Romantic Movement in

England, France and Germany., Macmillan, London, p. 99.
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hero allows personal desire and triumph to overcome his public obligations, which turn him

into the system he was initially fghting against.172 The alteration of the hero serves a purpose,

that of  satirizing hypocrisy in a deeply flawed society that opposes uniqueness. 173 In  The

Witcher,  Geralt does seem to take part in a system that recognises his individuality, yet the

research of  the self  is not explicitly stated through his interactions or even by reading the

journal that describes the player’s choices. Because Geralt is not entirely focused on himself,

but rather, chooses to follow a code that dictates how he must react, he does not fall into an

obnoxious disregard of others.

If  the  medieval  texts  that  influence  Geralt’s  attitude  are  violent  narrations  based  on

destruction,  then Romanticism focuses on the restoration of  the previous carnage.174 The

restoration takes place physically and can be done through geographical displacement. This

would involve the setting to be warm and welcoming, which only happens when the player is

questing during the day IG. The game changes constantly between an epic narrative based on

violence which is shared by all the players and moments of feeling and respite that serve to

characterise Geralt according to the player’s will. The genre of Romance assumes that “desire

can and should be fulfilled.”175 However, in  The Witcher,  Geralt’s intellectual desires are not

easily noticed for they are supplanted by the focus and the possibility on the fulflment of his

physical  ones.  The extent of  the Romanticism’s adaptation of  Romance in  The Witcher is

attested by the physical acceptance of Geralt’s innermost physical desires.

The Gothic genre is often considered a subcategory of Romanticism, yet it breaks away from

the evident neo-chivalric, romantic ideal and adds queer and disquieting settings176 to the

remaining supernatural, unknown elements of the earlier genre. Gothic literature manages

through the use of  the supernatural  to explain the eery and sufocating backgrounds the

player has to go through during the game. The Gothic genre manages to merge directly with

the main elements of the gameplay: the past, witchcraft, horror and monsters. These subjects

are made almost “above measure striking and terrible,”177 somewhat frighteningly unbearable

172 WILSON J.  (1972):  Tirso,  Molière,  and Byron: The Emergence of Don Juan as  Romantic Hero.,  in The South
Central Bulleting, Vol.32, Num.4, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, p. 248.

173 WILSON J. (1972): Ibid.
174 BREIZMANN N. (1998): "Beowulf" as Romance: Literary Interpretation as Quest., in MLN. Comparative Literature

Issue, Vol.113, Num.5, The Josh Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, p. 1027.
175 COOPER H. (2004): The English Romance in Time. Transforming motifs from Geoffrey of Monmouth to the death

of Shakespeare., Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 48.
176 FAIRCHILD H. (1931): The Romantic Quest., Columbia University Press, New York, p. 270.
177 SUMMERS M. (1964): The Gothic Quest., Russell and Russell, New York, p. 42.
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in Gothic novels.  However,  in a Medieval-Fantasy game like  The Witcher,  monsters rarely

elicit a truly horrifed reaction from the player or the character inside the game because of

their appearance. It is simply not part of the gameplay, unless beftting the story.

If  Romanticism  starts  to  accept  the  possibility  of  mysticism  as  a  vector  of  knowledge

concerned with the world,178 the Gothic genre implies that the knowledge acquired involves

supernatural elements in a realistic setting, that reality is simply extended to events not yet

encountered  or  explained.  It  is  from  the  insistence  upon  “aspiration,  yearning,  desire,

mystery, wonder”179 that the Gothic genre can be seen to share similarities with Romanticism.

The Gothic genre expands the settings in which events can take place, it magnifes reality so

that contrasts are part of the narration, thus impeding an adjustment to take place, because

“in the clash between two states we can adjust to neither and thus any dulling of the senses is

averted.”180 There is a specifc idea of  unity in objective that permeates from the Romantic

genre, which is that of a unity in design and not necessarily that of action. In other words, the

main character is  allowed to have opposing ideas and attitudes as long as they serve to

accomplish  the hero’s  main  objective in  the  long  run.  Additionally,  the  Gothic  genre  is

concerned with the  eros and  thanatos in the story,181 which are the 2 main subjects in  The

Witcher.  When  Geralt is  not  battling  or questing,  thus  provoking  the  thanatos,  he can

abandon himself  to the  eros.  Furthermore, he incarnates both elements when exchanging

with  female NPCs,  he embodies  the dangerous temptation,  the perilous seduction,  thus

appealing to the double state expressed by the Gothic genre.

As  an  extension  of  the  Gothic  setting,  the  Gothic  hero is  often  daring  yet  considerate,

audacious  and  handsome.182 The  female  heroine  is  stereotyped  as  deep,  intelligent  and

serious,  and  contrasts  with  the  “scatterbrained,  chattering  domestic  servant.”183 In  The

Witcher,  the  main  female  NPCs  are  strong,  empowered  women that  do not  hesitate  to

contradict Geralt if they feel his actions were erroneous. They are knowledgable in their own

subjects and the hero often goes to them for advice. In contrast, the other female NPCs Geralt

speaks  with  do  not  necessarily  have  a  strong  personality,  and  are  rather  passing,  futile

178 FAIRCHILD H. (1931): The Romantic Quest., Columbia University Press, New York, p. 146.
179 SUMMERS M. (1964): The Gothic Quest., Russell and Russell, New York, pp. 23-24.
180 BAYER-BERENBAUM L. (1982): The Gothic Imagination., Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, London, pp. 22-23.
181 BAYER-BERENBAUM L. (1982): p. 31.
182 BAYER-BERENBAUM L. (1982): p. 23.
183 BAYER-BERENBAUM L. (1982): Ibid.
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leisures.  If  the Gothic setting seeks to contrast,  to argument for a constant double state

between the supernatural and the real, between the  eros and  thanatos, in order to force a

mysterious middle-ground, then the Gothic hero in The Witcher must embody and must be

part of a contrasting set of characters.  Geralt does so by being a middle-ground himself in

society, a mutant that pertains nor to the humans nor to the monsters, thus he is the contrast

to the other characters. The Gothic hero influences  Geralt in that it is an evolution of  the

Romantic hero,  in which  Geralt is the archetype of  the opposing thoughts,  emotions and

personalities that exist within himself,  it is the explanation for the varied and seemingly

divergent answers the player may choose during important dialogues.184

In comparison to the two previous literary genres, Fantasy is a genre that does not need to use

historical  reconstruction as  a  founding  pillar for its  existence,  and  might be one of  the

principal  reasons  for  geographical,  temporal  and  characterised  superposition  between

seemingly opposed genres.185 Tzvetan Todorov was the frst to characterise the fantastic, in

which  the  continuous,  ambiguous  state  between  the  supernatural  and  the  real,  “du

merveilleux (monopole permanent du surnaturel) et de l’étrange (où le surnaturel est expliquué

rationellement.)”186 marks the area of  efect of  the Fantasy genre. The Fantasy genre, then,

erases the border between fction and reality whilst,  latently,  proves that it  is  in fact an

artifce.187 In The Witcher, the genre permeates to all the elements in the setting: the hero, the

background and the NPCs.

In Fantasy, the setting can ally unlimited imaginary freedom with invention, as long as there

are elements of vraisemblance, of likelihood to the real.188 Characters must think and act just

like  one  would  expect  from  real  people  in  an  extraordinary  situation. 189 The  diference

between Romanticism and Fantasy is that in the former, almost all situations are imaginary or

improbable, whilst in the latter, the copy of the rules that govern the world are sometimes

done with such brio that they prove to be perfect artifcial copies. 190 To understand the rules at

184 Dialogue choices as a game design tool for narration excluded.
185 DI CARPEGNIA FALCONIERI T. (2015): Médiéval et militant: penser le contemporain à travers le Moyen Âge., Droz,

Genève, p. 172.
186 DUPEYRON-LAFAY F. (2015): Merveilleux et fantastique: en finir avec le réel, le possible et le vrai?, in BESSON A.

& JACQUELIN E. (eds.): Poétiques du merveilleux. Fantastique, S-F, Fantasy en littérature et dans les arts visuels,
Artois Presses Université, Arras, p. 23.

187 DUPEYRON-LAFAY F. (2015): p. 31.
188 DUPEYRON-LAFAY F. (2015): p. 25.
189 DUPEYRON-LAFAY F. (2015): Ibid.
190 DUPEYRON-LAFAY F. (2015): p. 26.
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play between the artifcial  setting  and the seemingly real  guidelines  to be followed,  the

references made outside the fctional element must be recognised.  “Le fantastiquue, quue l’on

pourrait définir comme de la fiction quui fait semblant de ne pas en être, tirerait son pouvoir de

son caractère extre-référentiel et pseudo-référentiel. Mais la référence invoquuée, le prétendu

“réel” extradiégetiquue, est cependant lui-même une construction fictionelle intradiégetiquue. Le

merveilleux  quuant  à  lui  serait  de  la  fiction  quui  se  présente  explicitement  comme  telle  et

fonctionnerait à ce titre d’une manière autoréférentielle.  Il  contituerait à lui seul sa propre

norme  interne  sans  revendiquuer  l’autorité  d’un  “réel”  extérieur.”191 In  other words,  Fantasy

acknowledges its artifcial  origin yet implies that the copied rules are equally as artifcial

whilst trying to give the sensation of the real and of the known. In the introductory cutscene

of the game, including a date from the 13th century roots the game in a realistic setting. The

following elements that appear are stereotyped, shared imaginary folklore, 192 and thus induce

the player into an ambiguous state where choosing what to believe is rendered a complex

task.193 The Fantasy genre allows the contemporary into a fctional setting that does not seek

to be necessarily representative of historicity, because it does not need a logical or scientifc

basis in order to seem real.194 Elements of fantasy intervene in order to precipitate the crucial

moment of decision making and allow to give meaning to mystical experiences.195 

The Fantasy genre influences the hero in ofering him the possibility to use abilities that

cannot be used in a real setting. In The Witcher, by making Geralt a mutant, the fantastic is

preserved intact. Both real and fctional characteristics can be applied to his character. Geralt

realistically acts like a human yet possesses fantastical traits that diferentiate him from the

NPCs he is supposed to be a part of. In order for the hero to survive in such a fantastic setting,

he is often given the traits of a rebellious character where the most ofeat characteristics are

simple alterations of familiar traits.196 Having the main hero choose a damaging or malevolent

191 DUPEYRON-LAFAY F. (2015): Merveilleux et fantastique: en finir avec le réel, le possible et le vrai?, in BESSON A.
& JACQUELIN E. (eds.): Poétiques du merveilleux. Fantastique, S-F, Fantasy en littérature et dans les arts visuels,
Artois Presses Université, Arras, p. 26.

192 DUBOIS F. (2015): Le fantastique à la conquête de la science fiction dans la série télévisée Doctor Who (2005)., in
BESSON A. & JACQUELIN E. (eds.): p. 126.

193 ARINO M.  (2015):  Le  Labyrinthe  de  Pan  de  Guillermo  del  Toro  (2006):  Une  histoire  de  regards  et  de
désobéissances., in BESSON A. & JACQUELIN E. (eds.): p. 175.

194 JANDROK T. (2015): Psychodynamique du merveilleux. Fictions et réalités psychiques., in BESSON A. & JACQUELIN

E. (eds.): p. 84.
195 BRIDLE-SURPRENANT D. (2015): “A terrible good”: La poétique du surnaturel et du mysticisme dans “Descent Into

Hell” (1937) de Charles Williams., in BESSON A. & JACQUELIN E. (eds.): p. 159.
196 MACHINAL H.  (2015):  Écriture du futur et  redistribution des cartes génériques dans deux romans britanniques

contemporains: Cloud Atlas de D. Mitchell et The Book of Dave de W. Self., in BESSON A. & JACQUELIN E. (eds.):
pp. 193-194.
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outcome in Fantasy often disfgures him,197 yet this cannot be applied to Geralt for his facial

scar is the result of doing his work. The Fantasy genre’s influence on the hero is limited to

Geralt’s magical or unworldly abilities. In regards to the setting, it creates an ambiguous state

where the  historia,  argumenta and  fabula elements merge together so as to blur the line

between historical reality and digital fction.

The journey of Geralt, of the creation of the The Witcher’s hero, is one where the roots of the

past are untied and branched together with literary influences that allow the hero to feel, to

reflect and to ponder on his desires and expectations of a society that has rejected him. The

medieval code remains evident, yet beneath the surface lies the complexity of the hero that

arises when confronted to ambiguous situations, for the choice is never clear-cut and obvious.

197 OLIVIER I. (2015): Lorsque le fantastique et la fantasy se rencontrent: deux exemples (Harry Potter et le Livre des
Choses Perdues).,  in BESSON A. &  JACQUELIN E. (eds.):  Poétiques du merveilleux. Fantastique, S-F, Fantasy en
littérature et dans les arts visuels, Artois Presses Université, Arras,  p. 239.
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3. The hero’s predicament – A contemporary perspective on a historical event  

Geralt’s  attitude  and  moral  ground  is  not  only  explained  through  the  actions  that  gave

consequences for himself, but also by the ones that have consequences for others.

In Act 1, Geralt meets the witch Abigail who is one of the most outlandish characters in the

village. She acts as a merchant for the goods obtained by killing monsters, and is thus an

important  character  in  this  particular  Act.  As  the  story  unfolds,  Geralt learns  that  the

monstrous and ghastly beast that has been terrifying the village only appears where evil deeds

have been committed and has apparently been staring into the witch's window. In one of the

main quests, Geralt fnds a woman, lying on the floor of a cave. She seems to have committed

suicide by drinking poison, which the player will later learn was sold by Abigail. In another

instance, a man is killed, and Geralt sees a voodoo doll of the victim in the witch's hut. It is all

circumstantial evidence, yet the facts show that Abigail always had a part to play, no matter

how small, in the unfolding of the evil events that occur in the village. At the end of Act 1,

Abigail  is  accused  of  summoning  the  beast by the Reverend  of  the village  and  3  other

influential  men.  She will  burn at the stake should  the player walk  away when they are

prompted to save her or not. 

The use of  the name Abigail  for the witch is  a possible parallel  to Arthur Miller’s  main

character in The Crucible, which is inspired by the events of the 17th century Salem witch trials

in Massachusetts.198 The role of Abigail in The Witcher is a symbol of the power struggle rising

between Christianity and pagan beliefs and puts into question the gender roles of the NPCs in

The Witcher. The people close to the Reverend are the only accusers against Abigail, yet they

are the perpetrators of the corruption present in the village. Furthermore, the accusers have

all used the witch’s services at one point during Act 1. Once  Geralt starts questioning the

provenance  of  the  Beast,  he  fnds  out  that  most  people  surrounding  the  Reverend  are

corrupted and have used violent means in order to accomplish their objectives. However, all

the means used were provided by Abigail. Abigail proves that her role in the village is equally

important as that of  the Reverend’s,  her power is actively asserted through the goods she

sells199 which afect the villagers’ lives. As the Reverend and his allies see the control on their

198 RAY B. (2010): “The Salem Witch Mania”: Recent Scholarship and American History Textbooks., in Journal of the
American Academy of Religion, Vol.78, Num.1, Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 41.

199 HANNA S.  (2013):  Constructing the Wicked Witch: Discourses  of  Power in the Witch-Hunts of  Early Modern
Germany., in The Great Lakes Journal of Undergraduate History, Vol.1, Num.1, Published online, Windsor, p. 67.
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reputation slip away because of  Geralt’s fndings, the only remaining option is to pin all the

problems they have caused on Abigail. In other words, the witch embodies the male shifting

and loss of power which must be eliminated, which is also emphasised by her position as a

heretic.200

Abigail’s trial  IG corresponds to the 16th and 17th century witch trials that spanned across

Europe.201 As research has demonstrated, women accused of  witchcraft were being trialled

regularly on no factual  evidence,  a tainted reputation by false rumours was enough 202 to

warrant an incrimination based on witchcraft stereotypes attributed to the female sex.203 In

Christian society,  all  magic done by supernatural  powers was seen as the Devil’s apostle’s

work.204 If the player wishes to act according the way the witch trials were led in the 16 th and

17th century, they should let Abigail die at the hands of the farmers. Yet, should the player do

so, they will learn in Act 4 that they spilled the blood of an innocent person.  The victim is in

fact Abigail. The right choice would be to save Abigail on the grounds that she is being trialled

for something that she did not do, because there is not enough compelling information to

pass an accurate judgement on her practices based on the villagers' statements alone. This

thinking goes against the historical events of real witch trials. The game does not consider

historically accurate depictions of witch trials to be the path the player should follow, yet this

requires an involvement from the player. This, however, goes against the witcher’s neutral

path which requires the player to refrain from meddling with the NPCs afairs. Thus arises a

predicament based on historical and narrative grounds. The predicament of the hero, to fnd

resolution, requires the player to actively engage in a moral choice.

There are 3 timelines articulated in this particular event, the contemporary and appropriate

choice in the trial, the 16th and 17th century witch trials and the 13th century temporality of the

game. Within this triple temporal framework, the game emits a moral judgement during the

quest in Act 4 if the player chooses to let Abigail burn at the stake. The right choice, then, is

the one that is most adapted  to the contemporary rules copied  from the player’s  world,

independent of the game’s temporal or narrative framework.

200 HANNA S.  (2013):  Constructing the Wicked Witch: Discourses  of  Power in the Witch-Hunts of  Early Modern
Germany., in The Great Lakes Journal of Undergraduate History, Vol.1, Num.1, Published online, Windsor, p. 65.

201 HORSLEY R. (1979): Who Were the Witches? The Social Roles of the Accused in the European Witch Trials.,  in
Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol.9, Num.4, MIT Press, Cambridge, p. 690.

202 HORSLEY R. (1979): p. 703.
203 HANNA S. (2013): p. 67.
204 HORSLEY R. (1979): p. 690.
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II. QUESTS – THE TRIPLE RESEARCH  

The types of quests that appear in video games often pertain to three types of genres, the frst

one involves a bridal-quest narrative205 which can be understood as “erotic satisfaction.”206 The

second genre emphasises the desire to accomplish great deeds in exotic places and fnally, the

self is put into question through the “exchange [of] one’s identity.”207 In The Witcher, the frst

two appear constantly during the game, whilst the latter is part of  a bigger scenario that

involves the remaining two games.  Quests in  The Witcher are a means to physically and

emotionally displace Geralt within the story’s frame, whilst giving the witcher either a clear or

mysterious objective to complete.

Quests give the player the opportunity to explore the game, to gain experience points useful

in leveling up  Geralt’s abilities, collect money and they also give important insight on the

world of  Temeria. Quests are closely tied to exploration, yet there is an outlying diference

that separates them. In the game, to explore is natural and is part of the narrative, however,

exploration does not have an objective tied in the movement.  Exploration takes away the

obligation in the notion of quest, and replaces it with an impeding sensation of danger. When

exploring, especially at the beginning of Act 1, the player might fnd themselves overwhelmed

by the quantity of monsters and by their force, thus ending in the death of Geralt. Exploration

requires the player to know and feel  confdent in their abilities to overcome unexpected

danger, it requires that the reward gained in seeing a new element, such as a new landscape or

monster, be greater than the odds of expected failure. In quests where physical movement is

required into an unknown territory, danger is expected, although the timing is hidden. The

player knows they will be attacked, but does not know when, even if  certain situations are

stereotyped clues and indicators of imminent danger.208 Furthermore, exploration cannot be

readily  tied  to the previous 3  genre of  quests,  because it  would  be akin to meandering

aimlessly looking for an unexpected object or person to bring sense into the exploration, in

other words, to change the exploration into the quest. Exploration in The Witcher must be

seen as the aimless physical movement that nourishes the dangerous curiosity of the player,

205 BORNHOLDT C. (2005):  Engaging Moments:  The Origins of the Medieval Bridal-Quest  Narrative.,  de Gruyter,
Berlin.

206 ATTEBERY B. (2014): Stories about stories. Fantasy and the remaking of myth., Oxford University Press, Oxford, p.
99.

207 ATTEBERY B. (2014): Ibid.
208 On alternating repetition as a gameplay element in SCHELL J. (2014): The Art of Game Design: A Book of Lenses.,

2nd Ed., CRC Press, Boca Raton, p. 336.
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and quest must be understood as an evident change in  Geralt’s dynamic that brings him

closer to his objectives and to the accomplishment of the main narrative arc. According to

Tolkien, “to go in quuest means to look for something of which one has, as yet, no experience.”209

It is possible to explore in a literary work, yet in The Witcher this takes place through a visual

medium that can be interacted with, which is why Tolkien’s explanation of quest befts the

model of exploration explained previously.

The question that arises regarding quests in the game is the capacity for The Witcher to merge

the three types genres without prioritizing one over the other. The answers lies in the way the

quests are presented and how they are classifed within the game’s parameters. The three

types of  quests in the game are regulated according to importance of  event,  quantity and

completion possibility. The bridal-quest narrative, for example, is not necessary and can be

ignored completely in a playthrough without having any impact on the outcome of the game;

it therefore translates into a secondary objective within the game. Because the bridal-quest

narrative is relegated to a secondary quest, choosing to complete this objective not only yields

visual rewards for the player in the form of  cards, but it also allows the player to gain an

insight on the story. The importance given to the completion of the quest is high, even though

the quantity and completion possibility is low. In contrast, it can be inferred that the main

quest in The Witcher is that of the accomplishment of great deeds, for every action that has a

consequence  is  detailed  in  the  journal.  It  is  therefore  large  in  quantity,  the  objectives

completed are important and are obligatory to complete.

The diferent types of  quests serve as a way to enhance the player’s gaming experience by

enabling situations where emotions may be transferred onto Geralt, where player fulflment

takes the form of accomplishing a complicated deed and where Geralt’s reflecting upon past

experiences arises at the end of the trilogy. The only imposed category of quests by the game

is the one that narrates the story and thus, enables a feeling of having fnished an important

task.  The three types of  quests included in the game can be understood as the  need for

autonomy and the  need for social relatedness.210 To  understand if  they are similar to their

medieval counterparts, they must be analysed according to their influence on Geralt.

209 LEE S. & SOPOLOVA E. (2005): The keys of Middle-Earth. Discovering Medieval Literature through the Fiction of
J.R.R. Tolkien., Palgrave Macmillan, New York, p. 27.

210 SAILER M.,  HENSE J.,  MAYR S. & MANDL H. (2017): How gamification motivates: An experimental study of the
effects of specific game design elements on psychological need satisfaction.,  in Computers in Human Behaviour,
Vol.69, Elsevier, Amsterdam, p. 374.
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1. Romantic fulfilment – The example of Triss Merigold  

In certain medieval texts, romantic fulflment is sometimes compared to the spiritual love of

the knight for God that takes on a physical form. This puts forth the question of the ethical

relationship between the physical, carnal lust and the spiritual, pure and innocent desire.211

There  is  no  spiritual  love  in  The  Witcher,  but  certain  depictions  of  courtly  love  are

nonetheless present. Geralt’s love or desire cannot be opposed to a higher realm of desire, yet

the presence in the game of this personal, carnal quest questions its utility from a narrative

point of view. Romantic fulflment in  The Witcher can be divided into two categories: love

and desire. The validity of the emotions felt by Geralt when accepting an encounter with a

main NPC – no matter the romantic fulflment category it pertains to – is not debated, for

they are extensions of the Romantic hero. It is the purpose of  the fulflment that must be

questioned.

The frst encounter, and thus, romantic fulflment,  Geralt may choose to accept happens at

the end of the tutorial with Triss Merigold. During the tutorial Kaer’ Morhen – the witchers’

headquarter – is being attacked by various mages, bandits and a magical beast. The player

may choose between helping  Triss fght one of the mages, or stay and defeat the beast. No

matter the choice made, Triss will still be wounded at the end of the events and will require

Geralt to create a potion for her rapid curing. The witcher’s neutral path, however, would

require the player to help Triss fght the mage, thus rapidly creating a connection between the

two due to  Geralt’s  role  in  coming  to aid  the damsel  in  distress.  This  is  reminiscent of

medieval texts and storytelling conventions, where the hero must help the woman escape her

unwanted situation, such as in The Squuire’s Tale by Geofrey Chaucer or in the Persian The

Ebony Horse tale of the One Thousand and One Nights.212

The general narrative arc puts in evidence the fact that Triss is an important NPC, whilst the

neutral and expected path implies that Triss is a potential partner for Geralt. The purpose of

Triss’ abrupt interest in  Geralt is to give the player the opportunity to romance one of the

main NPCs. This can be understood as a game design tool in order to fulfl a basic desire

according to Maslow’s pyramid, or it can also be seen as a medieval bridal-quest narrative arc

211 PERFETTI L. (2013): Crusader as Lover: The Eroticized Poetics of Crusading in Medieval France.,  in Speculum,
Vol.88, Num.4, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 937.

212 MARZOLPH U.,  VAN LEEUWEN R.,  WASSOUF H. (2004): The Arabian Nights Encyclopedia., ABC-CLIO, Oxford,
pp. 172-4.
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if  the player chooses to accept the encounter with  Triss.  The encounter is initiated, as are

most of the encounters with the 20 women in the game, by the woman, and Geralt simply has

to accept or decline. The attitude of Geralt is adaptive to the situation and does not seem to be

inserted into a larger, personal quest for love.

Triss’  encounter appears as a reward for the player for having completed successfully the

tutorial  part of  the game and also indicates the conclusion of  the tutorial.  The narrative

introduces the NPCs feelings for the frst time, tentatively saying “Won’t you stay just a bit

longer, with me?”213 According to the responses of the player,  Geralt will vocalise his interest

yet  the  initiator  remains  Triss.  Geralt,  then,  acts  as  a  passive  receptor  of  Triss’  initial

emotional interest which appears evident in phrases such as “My feelings returned stronger

than ever.”  or “I missed you so.”214 Geralt appears to have had an emotional connection with

Triss in  events  preceding  the  game,  yet  the  premise  seems  largely  physical  during  this

particular proposal.  Triss represents the introduction of romantic fulflment in The Witcher

and, according to the dialogues, can be understood as a potential love interest for Geralt from

the very beginning. The response to the proposal, however, appears to imply that Triss’ deeper

feelings will only be met by an unequal emotional answer. Desire is evident, yet love has not

permeated Geralt’s heart as quickly as Triss’.

In the medieval bridal-quest narrative, especially in the tales of Franconia of the 5 th and 8th

centuries, the advances made by the solicitor are only explained in detail if they motivate the

subsequent events in the story.215 Furthermore, if they are included in such detail, they serve

as a foreshadowing of possible circumstances within the story.216 Because medieval Romance

transforms desire into a narrative structural principle,217 it then afects Geralt and the NPCs’

attitudes towards him. A clear example of desire and foreshadowing is with  Triss in Act 3,

where the introductory cutscene depicts Triss talking to a magician that warns her of never

letting “the witcher know what you hide from him.”218 Geralt, previously wounded in battle and

recovering on Triss’ bed, listens furtively to the conversation. Triss wants to make sure Geralt

213 End of tutorial in CD PROJEKT RED (2007): The Witcher, Poland, [PC].
214 Ibid. in CD PROJEKT RED (2007): The Witcher, Poland, [PC].
215 BORNHOLDT C. (2005):  Engaging Moments:  The Origins of the Medieval Bridal-Quest  Narrative.,  de Gruyter,

Berlin, p. 23.
216 BORNHOLDT C. (2005): p. 40.
217 ATTEBERY B. (2014): Stories about stories. Fantasy and the remaking of myth., Oxford University Press, Oxford, p.

99.
218 Introductory cutscene in Act 3 in CD PROJEKT RED (2007): The Witcher, Poland, [PC].
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has recovered completely and after the witcher’s question “how?” she makes her intentions

clear. This is a proposal that the player cannot refuse, and because the role of Geralt is passive,

he is unable, as a hero, to detach himself from Triss’ sphere of influence. Triss’ power yielded

on Geralt is reminiscent of certain medieval texts where female empowerment through the

control  of  men  was  evident,  such  as  Brunhild’s  capacity  to  control  Hagen in  the

Nibelungenlied.219

The conversation that ensues positions Triss as a worried advice-giver, yet the advice she gives

goes against the witcher’s code. The way the actions are depicted, Triss befts a manipulative

persona that is only concerned about the fulflment of her desire220 and the advancement of

her personal objectives.221 These parallel a possible depiction of the hero of Romance imbued

with  Romanticism’s  characteristics  attributed  to heroes.  Triss appears  to be the hidden,

equivalent to Geralt heroine in The Witcher. Romantic fulflment pertaining to the category

of love does not appear to be Geralt’s quest, but rather, Triss’. This is made evident by Geralt’s

passive role in most situations in the game that would prompt an encounter with another

NPC. Furthermore, if Geralt chooses to have an encounter with another main NPC during Act

3, Triss will react in a jealous manner, indicating her interest in the witcher to be supposedly

mutually exclusive. The image given by Triss is in keeping with Andreas Capellanus rules on

courtly love.222

The similarity between Thomas Chestre’s 14th century Sir Launfal and this previous encounter

has its roots in the setting. Both men, Launfal and Geralt, are attracted – willingly or not – to

their partner’s alcove by the desire of the woman, their own passive lust is visually symbolised

by the colours depicted and the light of the background. In Sir Launfal, the place he explores

contains an eagle that is “Ylorysched wyth ryche amall.”223 (Decorated with rich enamel.) Triss’

room  contains  richly  woven  carpets  that  depict  animals  associated  with  hunting.  This

emphasises the  eros and  thanatos that forms the basis of  the relationship in both cases.

219 EDWARDS C. (2010): The Nibelungenlied: The Lay of the Nibelungs., 1st Ed., Oxford University Press, Oxford.
220 Taking into account the fact that  Triss acts as a main hero for the NPCs in the narrative scheme, her actions and

personal desire to fulfil her objectives can be explained through COOPER H. (2004): The English Romance in Time.
Transforming motifs from Geoffrey of Monmouth to the death of Shakespeare., Oxford University Press, Oxford, p.
48.

221 WILSON J.  (1972):  Tirso,  Molière,  and Byron: The Emergence of Don Juan as  Romantic Hero.,  in The South
Central Bulleting, Vol.32, Num.4, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, p. 248.

222 JAY J. (1960): The Art of Courtly Love by Andreas Capellanus., Columbia University Press, New York.
223 LESKAYA A., SALISBURY E. (1995): The Middle English Breton Lays. Sir Launfal. Robbins Library Digital Projects,

line 270. [05/05/2018]
http://d.lib.rochester.edu/teams/text/laskaya-and-salisbury-middle-english-breton-lays-sir-launfal
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Furthermore, both women clearly profess their love224 as rapid as it may seem, and make the

frst steps in order to make their intentions clear. The similitude between the women is an

element to take into account too.  Although  Triss’  hair is flaming auburn and  Tryamour’s

“schon as gold wyre”225 (shon like gold wires), both have in common the whiteness of the skin

and their magical abilities. When Tryamour tells Launfal that if he wishes to see her, he only

has to go to a private place so that she may appear to him, it closely parallels the use of magic

portals in the game, where they are all connected to Triss’ room and her abilities. In addition,

both women serve as care-takers of the well-being of the hero, and both save their respective

lovers at the last minute. In the Völsunga saga, Brunhild is capable of magic and pertains to

the Valkyries,  the category of  mystical  warriors endows her with  the same physical  and

magical attributes as Tryamour in Sir Launfal and Triss in The Witcher. Triss’ attitude in the

game, no matter the player’s involvement, translates into constant parallels with her strong

female counterparts in selected medieval texts.

The romantic fulflment in The Witcher serves as a way to introduce the player to secondary

events  that  explain  in  more  detail  the  lore  and  the  history  of  the  game.  Starting  a

monogamous relationship with an NPC or deciding to love all 20 women of  Temeria both

serve the same reward system for the player depending on the emotions they assign to Geralt.

Love  and  its  variants  ofer  a  respite  from  the  type  of  quests  concerned  with  objective

advancement, and manage to give the game a social presence226 similar to medieval stories

and courtly love depictions. The role of the female is empowered through a clear domination

of  the male hero,  which can be seen in medieval  examples too.  The narration does not

necessarily arch around the romantic quest, and it appears to be relegated to a set of correct

answers that simplify both the process of quest and the process of love. Romantic fulflment,

then, appears as a possible candidate for extended player superfcial immersion in the life of

Geralt.

224 LESKAYA A., SALISBURY E. (1995): The Middle English Breton Lays. Sir Launfal. Robbins Library Digital Projects,
line 301. [05/05/2018]
http://d.lib.rochester.edu/teams/text/laskaya-and-salisbury-middle-english-breton-lays-sir-launfal

225 LESKAYA A., SALISBURY E. (1995): line 298.
226 CHAMPION E. (2004): Social Presence and Cultural Presence In Oblivion., UNSW Australia, Paddington.

62

http://d.lib.rochester.edu/teams/text/laskaya-and-salisbury-middle-english-breton-lays-sir-launfal


2. Accomplishment of great deeds – The worshipped violence  

One of  the requirements of  the hero in an epic or medieval text is to achieve great deeds

which  is  often  done  through  the  use  of  violence.227 The  physical  realm overpowers  the

emotional subject, who must prove his valour against the challenge he is confronted to. This

type of  quest is an essential  element for the main hero,  because it represents a physical

movement that is imbued with questing possibility, acquiring of knowledge and fulflment of

the hero’s fate.228 By overcoming the odds, the hero is essentially shaping his own destiny

through his prowess in the battlefeld. In the Anglo-Saxon medieval texts, such as Beowulf,

the most important element in the death of the hero was not who had perpetrated it nor the

moment of his death, but rather, how he died.229 Death represents the end of the story, and in

The  Witcher,  represents  the  loss  of  the  player  against  the  game.  Furthermore,  a  man’s

reputation, if  remembered, shaped a semblance of  immortality for his persona. 230 Because

success in the deeds achieved allowed the hero to shape his own destiny and be remembered

for eternity, the hero then becomes the symbol of a victorious society over its attackers. The

hero can act as a defender of society or as a reformer.

In The Witcher, the notion of great deed does not appear prominently, rather, it is concealed

and understood as an undisclosed knowledge between the player and the hero. Yet Geralt’s

heroism, the heroic symbolism and what he represents as a witcher is questioned during Act

2. Looking for the large monster he has been ordered to slay in order to gain his freedom,

Geralt meets a knight of the Order of the Flaming Rose, who is here to end the life of the same

monster.  The  knight proceeds to tell  Geralt that he kills monsters without accepting any

coinage, and this upsets the witcher, for he feels that his is not already not being rewarded

according to his status. The knight represents a Christian attack on the concept of witcher, his

ability to do the same work as Geralt calls into question Geralt’s use for society, and thus, his

previous successful deeds. The knight’s presence poses a problem, for he topples the expected

idea that the medieval  model  of  knighthood is embodied  by a single protagonist.231 The

227 TAYLOR C. (2013): Chivalry and the Ideals of Knighthood in France during the Hundred Years War., Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, p. 99.

228 MOORMAN C. (1954): Suspense and Foreknowledge in “Beowulf.”,  in College English, Vol.15, Num.7, National
Council of Teachers of English, Urbana, p. 381.

229 WEIL S.  (1989):  Grace under Pressure:  "Hand-Words," "Wyrd,"  and Free Will  in "Beowulf.",  in Pacific Coast
Philology, Vol. 24, Num. 1/2, Penn State University Press, Pennsylvania, p. 96.

230 WEIL S. (1989): Ibid.
231 COOPER H. (2004): The English Romance in Time. Transforming motifs from Geoffrey of Monmouth to the death

of Shakespeare., Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 50.
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opposition between the knight and Geralt is understood as a Christian marker disposing of

monstrous pagan elements, whilst Geralt symbolises the hero’s intended quest which brings

necessary rewards.232 Both the knight and the Geralt actively seek to slay the monster, thus

engaging into a perilous adventure,233,234 albeit for diferent reasons. The former is concerned

with protecting the city, whilst the latter wishes to walk free. Unlike the knight, Geralt cannot

be said to accomplish a great deed for the citizens of Vizima, because the reasons for slaying

the monster are substantially diferent. Whilst the knight’s enterprise is altruistic, Geralt’s is

selfsh.  Geralt’s  slaying of  the beast,  then,  is  great in consequential  scope for the city of

Vizima,  great in the ability required to slay the beast,  but fails at fulflling the greatness

embodied by other medieval heroes – such as Beowulf – in killing in order to protect a higher

entity and need than the self, such as their fellow dependence on other men.235

The knight’s initial similar ability to Geralt is theoretical, for when Geralt asks him how he

will slay the monster, the  knight himself  admits that the “sacred flame will guide [him]”236

should he encounter the beast. Geralt is capable of slaying the beast alone, yet the knight does

not necessarily feel competent and thus determines that divine help would no doubt come in

handy. The  knight is also the frst to propose that they should work together, and should

Geralt accept, the knight will prove to be resourceful and render the task easier. The greatness

of the deed for Geralt is not represented by the act of slaying, but by the act of sharing the

burden of the quest with a fellow warrior.

This also parallels the medieval romance where “knights who travel together in the interlaced

romances  form  a  pattern  of  constantly  shifting  companionships  and  alliances,  each  man

having his own quuest to follow or object to pursue that gives his adventures a diferent shape

and meaning from those of his fellows.”237 The shifting companionship is emphasised when

Geralt must choose to fght against the Order, and thus against the knight, or the Scoia’tael at

the end of Act 2. The pursue of diferent quests has been rendered explicit by both warriors’

reason for slaying the beast. Moreover, shifting alliances is a subject that has been studied in

232 COOPER H. (2004): The English Romance in Time. Transforming motifs from Geoffrey of Monmouth to the death
of Shakespeare., Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 42.

233 COOPER H. (2004): p. 52.
234 SUMMERS M. (1964): The Gothic Quest., Russell and Russell, New York, p. 41.
235 KROLL N. (1986): "Beowulf": The Hero as Keeper of Human Polity.,  in Modern Philology, Vol.84, Num.2, The

University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 119.
236 First time in the sewers of Vizima in Act 2 in CD PROJEKT RED (2007): The Witcher, Poland, [PC].
237 COOPER H. (2004): pp. 53-54.
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detail for specifc medieval historical fgures,238 but which has not been, as of yet, included in

an  analysis  of  a  Medieval-Fantasy  game.  Should  Geralt refuse  the  knight’s  help  at  the

beginning of Act 2, a sense of competition arises between the two and the player will have a

harder time to complete the subsequent quests.  Geralt’s alliances are constantly shifting in

response to specifc events in the game in which the player has a choice to make. The quest for

the greatness of deed, however, is independent of the player’s actions for it is imbued in the

main, unchangeable storyline.

The quests Geralt does in order to gain experience are, for a witcher, simple work. Most quests

can only be completed by wielding the sword, thus incorporating violence as an important, if

not necessary element in the world. Although the image of the Middle Ages is tainted by the

stereotype of a brutal society,239 the angle Geralt and the knight have is slightly diferent as

regards violence. For  Geralt,  it is simply a means to an end. For the  knight,  it translates a

belief in the defence of society and the values he represents. Therefore, the importance given

to the act of slaying constitutes in itself a greater deed for the knight than it does for Geralt.

It appears that Geralt’s inherent attitude transmitted by the immutable storyline is that of a

warrior unconcerned by greater deeds per se. The player has little to no control over Geralt’s

attitude in regards to this type of  quest. As such, it cannot be said that  The Witcher,  and

specifcally  Geralt,  apply  the  medieval  concept  of  questing  in  search  of  great  deeds  to

accomplish.

238 ROSÉ I. (2015): D’un réseau à l’autre? Itinéraire de la reine Emma († 934) à travers les actes diplomatiques de son
entourage familial.,  in JÉGOU L.,  JOYE S.,  LIENHARD T.,  SCHNEIDER J. (eds.): Faire lien: aristocratie, réseaux et
échanges compétitifs: mélanges en l'honneur de Régine Le Jan, Publications de la Sorbonne, Paris, p. 136.

239 DI CARPEGNIA FALCONIERI T. (2015): Médiéval et militant: penser le contemporain à travers le Moyen Âge., Droz,
Genève, p. 173.
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3. Evolution of the self  

The personal quest for evolution, for growth, is one that is especially clear in the trilogy of

The Witcher. The evolution of the self is especially related to Geralt’s role in the world, as the

unwanted harbinger of death Geralt must question his strengths and see to what extent he

can cope with the consequences. As Geralt deals at the end of the tutorial with the guilt of the

death of another witcher, as he explores the borough surrounding Vizima and is confronted

to an ambiguous choice that can result in the death of an innocent woman, and as he is forced

to take sides in a political stand-of that ends in slaughter, it becomes evident that the path of

the witcher is one of destruction.240

The point of origin of the hero is a symbolic marker that often controls his destiny. In The

Witcher, the story starts in the ruins of the fortress of Kaer’ Morhen. The name of the fortress

is a meaningful  device in order to understand both the origin of  the hero and his story.

Because Geralt’s quests lead him to constant violence, it is possible to infer that Kaer’ Morhen

is partly responsible for his fate, or at least, stands as a foreboding symbol for all the disasters

to come.

Taking into account the fact that myths and legends explain the origins of  place names, 241

Merlin’s legend is a possible candidate for the origins of the word  Morhen. In the  Historia

Regum  Britanniae of  Geofrey  of  Monmouth,  Merlin  is  said  to  live  in  the  fortress  of

Kaermerdin,242 the similarity in the name of the 2 fortresses is an unsettling coincidence. Kaer

is pronounced as / k r/ in the game. In Welsh and other Celtic languages, the word  ˈ ɜː Caer,

meaning  stronghold,  fort slightly changes the pronunciation to become variants of /’k r/.ɑːɨ

Kaer’ Morhen is indeed a stronghold in the game, yet closer attention to the pronunciation IG

shows that it can also be inspired by the Greek word Κήρ – Ker, meaning goddess of death. In

the case where the preferred semblance is that of the Greek meaning, it would explain Geralt’s

role in society and why Kaer’ Morhen is not visited in The Witcher 2, but is the starting point

of The Witcher 3. Indeed, the frst outward journey of the hero, of Geralt, into the unknown,

240 Corresponding to the Foucauldian view of destruction in the epic narrative in BREIZMANN N. (1998): "Beowulf" as
Romance:  Literary Interpretation as  Quest.,  in MLN. Comparative Literature Issue,  Vol.113,  Num.5, The Josh
Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, p. 1027.

241 ATTEBERY B. (2014): Stories about stories. Fantasy and the remaking of myth., Oxford University Press, Oxford, p.
35.

242 MARQUAND P.  (2006):  Merlin,  de  la  tradition  brittonique  médiévale  à  la  littérature  orale  de  Basse-Bretagne.,
Published online, Landelau, p. 6.
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narrates the story,  whilst the return completes the missing pieces and comments on past

events.243 In The Witcher, the narrative arc, although fraught with death, shows a witcher that

is  in  search  of  himself  after  having  lost  his  memory.  In  The  Witcher  3,  after  having

remembered certain events,  his quest changes and not only becomes that of  the quest of

himself,  but of  helping his daughter become a witcher.  The destruction contained in the

name Kaer’ Morhen becomes apparent through the events that happen in both games at this

location.  Kaer’  Morhen,  if  understood with its Greek origin,  acts as a foreboding both in

location and in the hero’s personality.

Within this destructive framework created by the hero’s origin lies Geralt’s moral character,

which as has been stated previously, relies on a code that can easily be transgressed if  the

situation requires it. When the code cannot answer an ambiguous situation and the witcher

must choose a side, it is the lesser evil244 that Geralt chooses according to his own morals. This

creates consequences within the narrative framework that afect the NPCs reaction towards

Geralt. Geralt, then, becomes an object that is scrutinized, his own feelings only shared with

the  NPCs that  he  appreciates.  In  doing  so,  Geralt admits  a  self-reflexivity  that  remains

superfcial,  as he cannot control the image he gives through his actions – or at least,  his

actions entice no obvious response or change from the NPCs – and thus, his evolution cannot

go past the one that is allowed by the NPCs ideals. The process of seeking makes “some degree

of inner meaning almost inevitable,”245 yet this process spans throughout the trilogy of  the

game, and cannot be said to be other than superfcial attempts at seeking sense of  Geralt’s

feelings during conversations in The Witcher. The evolution of the self in The Witcher must

be understood as the player’s choices coming together at the end of the trilogy.

243 COOPER H. (2004): The English Romance in Time. Transforming motifs from Geoffrey of Monmouth to the death
of Shakespeare., Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 58.

244 In  SAPKOWSKI A. (1993): The Last Wish., 1st Ed., Hachette Book Group, New York, [ebook], Loc. 1418, Geralt
states that “Lesser, greater, middling, it's all the same. Proportions are negotiated, boundaries blurred. […]  if I’m
to choose between one evil and another, then I prefer not to choose at all.” which is where the neutral path of the
witcher stems from. In the game, however, the neutral path is not available depending on the player’s choices and
thus, the choice becomes the one of the lesser evil.

245 COOPER H. (2004): p. 67.
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Part 3: Medieval Elements In-Game
When exploring  The Witcher,  players do not necessarily expect the game to give them an

accurate depiction of  the Middle Ages. What players seem to seek is a validation of  their

cultural and past – as well as contemporary – knowledge246 through audio-visual cues that can

rapidly  be  understood.247 The  historical,  architectural,  linguistic,  religious  and  even

geographical references to the Middle Ages linked to contemporary elements of culture are

constantly being presented to the player.248 Understanding the medieval references in the

game is not necessary to be able to enjoy and understand the game, they simply allow for the

player to feel a sense of accomplishment and gratifcation for their knowledge.249 This is a fact

that  appears  prominently  when  scouting  the  forums  dedicated  to  The  Witcher,  where

countless topics are of people rejoicing over fnding a similarity between a building present in

the game and a medieval building’s historical construction.250 Research that concerned the

pedagogical historical element of  games, and thus the player’s knowledge, and specifcally

medieval history, has yet to be done extensively251 using a similar process as the one explained

by Fischer.252

The medieval elements present in the game can be incorporated into themes that correspond

to the 2 main types of player feedback when playing The Witcher. A feedback can be visual or

auditive.253 This dissertation focuses on visual feedbacks exclusively. An example of  visual,

linguistic feedback includes the use of Runes at the end of the tutorial, and the use of the

Glagolitic alphabet in the city of  Vizima.  A  visual,  historical  form of  feedback is present

constantly in the setting of the game through the architecture of the buildings. On the other

246 TRAXEL O.  (2008):  Medieval  and  Pseudo-Medieval  Elements  in  Computer  Role-Playing  Games:  Use  and
Interactivity., in FUGELSO K. (ed.): Studies in Medievalism XVI: Medievalism in Technology Old and New, D.S.
Brewer, Cambridge, p. 132.

247 STAMENKOVIĆ D.,  JAĆEVIĆ M. & WILDFEUER J. (2017): The Persuasive Aims of Metal Gear Solid: A Discourse
Theoretical Approach to the Study of Argumentation in Video Games.,  in Discourse, Context & Media, Num.15,
Elsevier, Amsterdam, p. 30.

248 An example of a medieval and contemporary social presence as per CHAMPION’s work appears in the posters that
are found in the city of Vizima. The analysis of these posters can be found under the Glagolitic sub-chapter.
CHAMPION E. (2004): Social Presence and Cultural Presence In Oblivion., UNSW Australia, Paddington.

249 TRAVICA B. (2013): Conceptualizing Knowledge Culture., in Online Journal of Applied Knowledge Management,
Vol.1, Num.2, OJAKM, Published online, p. 86.

250 REDDIT (2016): Finally a game that gets medieval houses right. [26/04/2018]
https://www.reddit.com/r/witcher/comments/3abl5h/finally_a_game_that_gets_medieval_houses_right/

251 Works such as  CHAMPION’s remain on the surface of the analysis and seem to withhold an analytical component
that would define the medieval-fantasy game socially and culturally.

252 FISCHER S. (2011): Playing with World War II: A Small-Scale Study of Learning in Video Games.,  in Loading…
The Journal of the Canadian Games Study Association, Vol.5, Num.8, CGSA, Published online, 71-89 pp.

253 Because The Witcher is a PC game the physical feedback offered by joysticks has not been included in this analysis.
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hand, an auditive feedback beftting this research, had it been included, would have analysed

both the music and the dialogues of the game. Music is present in the game, as well as sound

efects (the sound of weapons clashing against each other for example). The music present in

the game is depicted through bards, and the songs played are keeping in the tradition of the

12th century motets, yet they have been influenced by the 18th and 19th century revival of said

style. Understanding the composition and arrangement of the songs, their use in the game

and their narrative frame gives the necessary framework for understanding their medieval

inspiration. In the domain of sound efects, analysing the sound Geralt’s sword makes when

being unsheathed is a way to understand what materials are being used as a scabbard and if

they are represented visually as such in the game, in addition to being able to specify a time

frame  for  a  historical  analysis  of  the  scabbard  according  to  archaeological  sources.

Concerning the dialogues in the game, they give evident clues on the social aspect of  the

game and  are  useful  in  understanding  if  Geralt pertains  to  a  set  societal  hierarchy  for

example, if witchers are considered outlaws254 in the eyes of the NPCs or if the game does not

give them a specifc role in society.

The medieval elements discussed in the dissertation are languages and urbanism because

they are predominantly used in a visual way that merges with the setting of The Witcher. On

their own, these elements are vector of meaning, which parallels with the use of key visuals.255

Languages pertain to certain nations and urbanism comprises of architectural styles that have

specifc roots in a set geographical space. The examples cited in this part have their origins in

Medieval Europe, and by analysing their origins, their historical development and evolution,

it should be clear to what extent the game designers have chosen to include the medieval

historia elements inside the digital fabula. Doing so delineates the extent of the modifcation

of  medieval  sources  according  to  the  game  designer’s  available  techniques  of  player

manipulation such as the extension of realism for historical key visual sources.256

254 POILVEZ’s work on the subject of Icelandic and other nations’ outlaws is very extensive and helpful to determine a
societal category for any hero in a medieval-fantasy game according to their actions.
POILVEZ M. (2012): Access to the Margins: Outlawry and Narrative spaces in medieval Icelandic outlaw sagas., in
ALFREDO A.,  GALLINDO D. (eds.): Brathair-Revista de Estudos Celtas e Germânicos, Vol.12, Num.1, FAPEMA,
São Luís, 115-136 pp.

255 STAMENKOVIĆ D.,  JAĆEVIĆ M. & WILDFEUER J. (2017): The Persuasive Aims of Metal Gear Solid: A Discourse
Theoretical Approach to the Study of Argumentation in Video Games.,  in Discourse, Context & Media, Num.15,
Elsevier, Amsterdam, p. 30.

256 ANDRÉ L-N.  &  LÉCOLE-SOLNYCHKINE S.  (2013):  L’Antiquité  vidéoludique,  une  réssurection  virtuelle?,  in
BONHOMME S. & TALON-HUGON C. (eds.): Esthétique des jeux vidéo,  in Nouvelle Revue d’Ésthétique, Num.11,
PUF, Paris, p. 88.
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Studies in Sociology have showed that software is able to become an active participant in a

game,257 if not a vital one, demonstrating a capacity to influence player choices to an extent

that changes the player’s way of  playing the game. Rather than being confned to a single

point of view, the double presentation, visual and auditive, in the medieval elements studied

shows they appear predominantly as possible purveyors of diverse meaning. The player, then,

can choose what to retain from the medieval elements that appear in the game according to

the  manner  they  were  presented  in  and  by  their  personal  preference.  What  must  be

understood from the actor-network theory is that elements can act as hyperreality,258 which

would be the case in The Witcher for players who are unable to diferentiate in an argumenta

between the medieval source and the contemporary influence. According to Jean Baudrillard,

once these elements become hyperreal, the exchange can only be done between the actant

(the player) within a specifed network (the game), they can no longer be compared to the

real  elements they know.259 However,  the moment the player inscribes  intentionality260 or

intelligence within the game, the concepts learnt within the game261 can be applied to real-

world knowledge.262 The capacity for the linguistic and urban medieval  elements in  The

Witcher to teach the player an element of medieval history depends on three factors: on the

medieval source used, on the player and on the game. Specifcally, it must be understood that:

the medieval sources represented in The Witcher adhere to the presupposed knowledge of the

Middle Ages in  the players263 and thus are,  to a certain extent,  based  on real  examples.

Depending  on  the  player’s  socio-cultural  background,264 they  deem  true the  hyperreal

elements in the game, as long as they inscribe a certain degree of intelligence in the game. In

other words, it does not matter what level of  historia the IG  medieval linguistic and urban

depictions contain if the player does not believe the game can accurately portray them. 

257 This is referred to as the actor-network theory and is applied to the medieval-fantasy game World of Warcraft in:
TAYLOR T. (2009): The assemblage of play.,  in Games and Culture, Vol.4, Num.4, Sage Publications, Thousand
Oaks, 331-339 pp.

258 BAUDRILLARD J. (1994): Simulation and Simulacra., University of Michigan Press, Michigan.
259 GIDDINS S. (2007): Playing with Non-Humans: Digital Games as Technocultural Form., in DE CASTELL S., JENSON

J. (eds.): Worlds in Play, International Perspectives on Digital Game Research, Peter Lang, New York, p. 122.
260 GIDDINS S. (2007): p. 123.
261 FISCHER S. (2011): Playing with World War II: A Small-Scale Study of Learning in Video Games.,  in Loading…

The Journal of the Canadian Games Study Association, Vol.5, Num.8, CGSA, Published online, p. 72.
262 TRAVICA B. (2013): Conceptualizing Knowledge Culture., in Online Journal of Applied Knowledge Management,

Vol.1, Num.2, OJAKM, Published online, 85-104 pp.
263 TRAXEL O.  (2008):  Medieval  and  Pseudo-Medieval  Elements  in  Computer  Role-Playing  Games:  Use  and

Interactivity., in FUGELSO K. (ed.): Studies in Medievalism XVI: Medievalism in Technology Old and New, D.S.
Brewer, Cambridge, p. 138.

264 As seen in multi-modal learning in WERTSCH’s theory in FISCHER S. (2011): p. 73.
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I. THE LINGUISTIC APPROACH  

Languages are present in the game through diferent media: visually and auditory. A visual

example of language use is when the player appears to see text based objects in the game.

These are varied in appearance, they can be books or posters, or even writings on wooden

signs or on the floor. The books that appear in the game and cannot be read265 are relegated to

being a background prop, yet they are markers of medieval inspiration because of the designs

they bear.  The quality of  the images of  the books are,  however,  insufcient to be able to

analyse them with precision.

The languages that appear in the game and have historical roots are the Viking Runes and the

Slavic Glagolitic alphabet. The following chapters explain the history of each, their role and

the  possible  efect  of  their  implementation  in  the  game  as  an  emphasiser  for  events

happening in The Wicher. The aim of this chapter is to understand why and how languages

contribute to the creation of the vision of the Middle Ages in The Witcher. Additionally, this

chapter takes into account the location of the game’s publisher in order to understand to what

extent the use of certain alphabets was influenced by its geographical location. 

The visual depictions of language are analysed in a manner that allows, if possible, to be able

to date the language, to see if the language has an understandable linguistic meaning when

visually encountered for the frst time in the game, to give the language a geographical area of

action  within  the  game and  to  see  under  what  circumstances  is  the  language  being

represented  in  the  game.  The  last  point  is  important,  because  it  demonstrates  if  the

representation of the language included in the game is similar to its medieval counterpart.

In The Witcher, the elves pertaining to the Scoia’tael group use a constructed language. The

constructed language inside the game is harder to analyse because as its name indicates, it

has been created and does not necessarily have any real-world roots. Examples of constructed

languages can be found in Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings or in other video game sagas, such

as Skyrim. These languages often have their own grammar266 and are capable of ofering the

people or NPCs that speak it the ability to convey their desired meaning.  The language used

in all other instances of the game depends on the player’s installation of the game, and unlike

265 The player can collect books that are readable and allow to gain information on the environment.
266 For detailed information on constructed languages the following work is a general resource:  ADAMS M. (2011):

From Elvish to Klingon. Exploring Invented Languages., Oxford University Press, Oxford.
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other medieval-fantasy games, The Witcher does not use archaisms in order to show a close

relationship to the past. The analysis does  not include constructed languages, because the

meaning is hard to be inferred from the dialogues, even though certain verbs are borrowed

from Latin, whilst other words appear to pertain to the Celtic language family because of their

endings.

Linguistic  elements  in  The  Witcher are  vectors  of  cultural  ideas,  societal  hierarchy  and

knowledge. Analysing their efect on the actants of the game, such as the NPCs, and on Geralt

puts forth their intended use and hidden cultural value in the game.
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1. Runes – The pagan example  

In the tutorial,  the player is prompted to choose between helping  Triss  Merigold fght a

powerful mage or stay in the outer area of the castle in order to defeat a monster. Both fghts

are the player’s introduction to the notion of boss fight. Should the player choose the neutral

path and help Triss, the fght that ensues between Geralt and the mage will introduce visually

the runic writing system, or letters issued from the futhark. However, if the player decides to

fght the monster instead, the subsequent fght at the end of Act I with the mage will not

reveal the runes to the player. The analysis of the runes is necessary to understand why they

do not appear when  Geralt fghts  the mage after the monster,  and why they have been

specifcally included in the game when another alphabet could have been used. The analysis

takes into account the historical and geographical value of the runes, the narrative moment in

the game in which it takes place at the end of the tutorial and the setting it is set against. The

depiction of the runes, such as their form, colour and alphabetical value is especially taken

into account,  thus helping to gain an understanding of  the  IG  context in which they are

supposed to merge with the player’s cultural knowledge of the runes. Moreover, to further

complete the analysis on this alphabet,  the cryptographical  value as well  as the perceived

imbued magic the letters retain in a medieval context is analysed. The analysis of the NPC

using the runes should also bring forth societal and theological understandings that have

appeared throughout the dissertation.

Runic writings, also named futhark, were found in Norway, Denmark and the Gotland island

(Sweden) as  early  as  the  3rd century,267 yet  the  time  and  birthplace  of  the  runes  is  yet

unknown. Some scholars believe the information acquired on runes would make Denmark if

not the geographical  origin of  the runes,  the frst place to use the  ancient futhark.268 The

supposed birth of the runes being in Scandinavian territory, the Edda is a possible candidate

for an analysis that should explain the runes’ use and creation from a literary point of view. To

understand the role of the runes in The Witcher, it is important to reiterate the necessity of a

narrative analysis from a variety of medieval documents containing references to the runes, in

order to subsequently apply an interdisciplinary approach. Norse heroic and mythological

poetry contains a variety of references that explain the origin of the runes and their possible

267 MUSSET L. (1965): Introduction à la runologie., Aubier-Montaigne, Paris, p. 30.
268 MUSSET L. (1965): p. 31.
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uses as a writing system, although the chapter that best describes Odin’s attempt to gain

knowledge of the runes is in the Hávamál.269 Kept in the 13th century Icelandic Codex Regius

with other Old Norse poems,  not only does it narrate the God’s endeavours in fnding a

writing system for his people, but it also describes the origin of a cultural misappropriation in

thinking that runes were used frst and foremost for magic and fortune-telling that stemmed

from early modern and Victorian glosses.270 Odin, as explained in the  Rúnatal  (Hávamál’s

stanzas 139 to 146) wounds himself with a spear, hangs himself from a tree for nine nights,

starving  and thirsty he decides to look downwards and fnds the runes,  which he takes

screaming.271 The similarity between Christ’s crucifxion272 and Odin’s sufering is a marker of

Scandinavia’s religious ambivalence. The manner in which Odin obtains the runes is in itself a

pagan marker of cultural and social evolution. The role of the runes compared to the Latin

letters in medieval Scandinavia has been analysed extensively in archaeological, historical,

theological  and linguistical  research,  yet not many have been done from a narrative and

literary point of view. Understanding that the  Rúnatal is a literary work that describes the

origin of  the runes through a theological  prism adapted to medieval  Scandinavia and its

rising  Christianity  should  facilitate  the  analysis  of  the  runes  in  The  Witcher and  their

eventual meaning.

The runic alphabet has seen at least three large rewrites during the Middle Ages that changed

the disposition and the amount of letters used. Although the frst attested use of the runic

alphabet, also called ancient futhark, predates the year 800 in present Norway, where it is said

to be the traditional starting point of the Viking age, attested geographical variations of the

runes were also in use in Anglia and in Germania. During the Proto-Scandinavian period, the

ancient futhark consisted of 24 letters. Between the year 800 and 1050, during the Viking Age,

the number was reduced to 16 and is called by scholars as the new futhark. The last period is

the Medieval age starting in 1050, where the futhark is changed anew to become the extended

futhark.273 Interestingly, the name of the runic alphabet does not follow the Latin or Greek

269 BARNES M. (2012): Runes: A handbook., The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, p. 191.
270 OBERLIN A. (2010): Wandering Glosses for Gothic rūna., in JANSOHN C. (ed.): Archiv für das Studium der neueren

Sprachen und Literaturen, Vol.247, Num.2, Erich Schmidt Verlag, Berlin, p. 349.
271 LARRINGTON C. (1999): The Poetic Edda., Oxford World's Classics, Oxford, p. 34.
272 MCKINNELL J. (2007): Wisdom from the dead: The “Ljóðatal” section of “Hávamál.”, in PALMER N., SAUNDERS C.

& HUOT S. (eds.): Medium Ævum, Vol.76, Num.1, Society for the Study of Medieval Languages and Literature,
Oxford, p. 90.

273 STOKLUND M. (2006): Chronology and Typology of the Danish Runic Inscriptions., in STOKLUND M. et al. (eds.):
Runes and their Secrets. Studies in runology, Museum Tusculanum Press, Copenhagen, p. 357.
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disposition, which start with alpha and beta. Each rune has a specifc name and meaning, the

former being found in the Greek letters too. The rune names follow an acrophonic principle

which is thought to have helped the memorization of  the alphabet.  Runes have diferent

meanings and later become abbreviated for what they represent, such as  – m standing forᛗ

the word man.274 Studies of the runic alphabets show little variation in the order of the letters

presented in the manuscripts, and the analysis of archaeological sources indicate that even in

a  large  geographical  area,  rune-carvers  used  potentially  similar  runes  with  regional

diferences. Thus, analysing the runes that appear in The Witcher by comparing their known

meaning  through  an  alphabetical  spectrum  is  equally  helpful  in  transliterating  as  in

understanding their origin and use in the game.

Michael Barnes, in his article Standardised Futharks: A useful tool or a delusion?, warns the

reader about misusing the alphabets that appear in manuals of  runology275 by comparing

them to our contemporary alphabet.  According to Barnes,  one should not think that the

futhark was standardised  nor arranged in specifc rows or columns.  There is,  however,  a

necessity for such standardisation when it comes to cryptographic analysis. Moreover, runes

in their geographically modifed alphabetical  forms appear in various codexes,  5  of  them

being very well-known. The Codex Vindobonensis 795 from the 9th century is the only source

for  the anglo-saxon  or  anglo-frisian  futhark,  which  contains  28  letters.276 The Codex

Sangallensis 878, also dating from the 9th century, contains an abecedary of 24 runic letters

and 5 added from the Old English variant. It contains 2 abecedaries which are of interest, the

Abedecarium Nordmannicum which is an example of new futhark with 16 runes, is a mixture

of Old Norse, Old Saxon and Old High German runes. The Abecedarium Anguliscum, as its

name indicates, shows the anglo-saxon runes. The Vienna Codex, the Ruthwell Cross Codex

and the Cotton Domitian A.IX show variants ranging from 28 to 33 letters, the latter being the

only one to arrange the abecedarium in 3 rows in folio 11:11v. Both examples in the following

page show a natural tendency for the abecedarium to be divided into aettir277, although the

length of these vary which make them difcult to use for their cryptographical value.

274 HOWELL B. (2013): Changing scripts for changing times: Digraphia in Medieval Scandinavia.,  in THOMSON C.
(ed.): Scandinavica, Vol.52, Num.2, CATS, London, p. 25.

275 BARNES M. (2006): Standardised Futharks?: A useful tool or a delusion?, in DALS L., JOHANSSON K. (eds.): Archiv
för nordisk filologi, Vol.121, published online, Lund, p. 5.

276 BARNES M. (2012): Runes: A handbook., The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, p. 5.
277 ELLIOTT R. (1980): Runes: An Introduction., Manchester University Press, Manchester, p. 14.
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Example of 3 aettir in the Domitian A.IX, folio 11:11v.278

Abecedarium Anguliscum in Codex Sangallensis 878, p. 321.279

278 BRITISH LIBRARY (2018): Cotton MS Domitian A IX. [28/05/2018]
http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Cotton_MS_Domitian_A_IX

279 ST GALLEN STIFTSBIBLIOTEK (2018): Cod. Sang. 878. [28/05/2018]
https://www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/csg/0878

76

https://www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/csg/0878
http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Cotton_MS_Domitian_A_IX


The appearance of  the runes has not changed extensively throughout the approximate 10

centuries280 it  was  in  use,  it  is  thought  that  “le  futhark  ne  s'est  pas  constitué  par

approximations successives, mais quu'il a été emprunté, ou créé, tout d'un coup, sous son aspect

définitif.”281 The  fnal  and  unchanging  aspect  explained  concerns  the  way  the  letters  are

formed, with straight lines and later on, with dots. The aspect is, according to scholars, easy

to be carved which is why most of the archaeological sources are either made out of stone or

wood. There remains a known manuscript written exclusively in runes, the Codex Runicus,

which dates  from the beginning  of  the 14th century.  As stated  earlier on,  a considerable

amount of  written sources depict the runic writing system and its variations as a simple

indention in the text, however, certain specifc sources concentrate on the runes’ expected

magical properties and inherent secrecy.282 Conferring these characteristics to runes indicates

a belief  in the supernatural on the part of  the authors,  and further study of  this cultural

knowledge  shows  that  runes  were  also  assimilated  to,  if  not  originated  from,  Etruscan

symbols.283 There is an open debate amongst scholars to understand the written origin of the

runes. Rather than entering this debate, the runes in  The Witcher are analysed through a

prism that allows the supposed magical role of the runes to be set against examples from the

Middle Ages.

Runes were, in principle, used to write in any language, although they were “best suited to the

sounds  of  the  Germanic  tongues.”284 The  writing  system  was  subject  to  modifcations

according  to  the  sounds  expressed  in  the  language  it  was  being  used  to  transcribe.

Understanding which regional variation the runes in The Witcher pertain to is useful in order

to limit geographically and historically the area of influence of the runes. Since The Witcher’s

events are set in the late 13th century, seeing if the younger futhark has been introduced or not

demonstrates if there are certain parallelisms being made with specifc Scandinavian regions

during the same time frame or if they pertain to an Anglican or German mode of writing. By

defning the area of the linguistic influences, not only does it narrow down the spectrum of

280 BARNES M. (2012): Runes: A handbook., The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, p. 2.
281 MUSSET L. (1965): Introduction à la runologie., Aubier-Montaigne, Paris, p. 32.
282 OBERLIN A. (2010): Wandering Glosses for Gothic rūna., in JANSOHN C. (ed.): Archiv für das Studium der neueren

Sprachen und Literaturen, Vol.247, Num.2, Erich Schmidt Verlag, Berlin, p. 348.
283 NICKEL H. (1973): Tamgas and Runes, Magic Numbers and Magic Symbols.,  in WILSON L. (ed.): Metropolitan

Museum Journal, Vol.8, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 165-73 pp. 
284 BARNES M. (2012): p. 1.
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possibilities to analyse, but it also becomes vector of specifc types of traditions or ideas that

can be attested in certain populations during the Middle Ages.

There are various examples of transliteration which have taken place in historical sources and

which constitute the founding of the analysis on the  IG example. The use of transliterated

runes in insular art, although an occasional occurrence, was an opportunity for “calligraphers

[to parade] their specialized knowledge.”285 Calligraphers were not the only ones to know how

to use runes and transliterate them, archaeological fndings have shown that runic literacy

was prevalent within the Merovingian and Aescingian elites in Gaul and Kent.286 Moreover,

archaeologists have established that runic ring swords, and thus, their inscriptions, separated

selected  segments  of  society  in  Gaul.287 Since  the  runic  writing  system  was  used  to

transliterate or write in a certain language, the futhark had to be adapted to the language it

was supposed to transcribe. This meant that runes were also created in order to correspond to

each Latin phoneme, and eventually the futhark was rearranged to imitate the Latin alphabet.

This  rendered  the  double  transliteration  (Latin  to  runes  and  vice-versa)  much  easier.288

Transliteration became more prevalent in digraphic societies, such as medieval Scandinavia.

Digraphia  explains  why  the  various  codexes  that  contain  traces  of  futhark have  varying

amounts of letters. Although digraphia does not appear in the game, NPCs and Geralt share

an ability to understand at least 2 written languages, either Runic or Glagolitic and English.

By analysing the runes in the game through a transliterating point of  view,  the linguistic

influence and  surface meaning  of  the words should  become apparent,  thus helping  the

relationship between NPC and written language transcend their initial visual meaning.

The runes being used as magical marker have been explained in a variety of manuscripts, the

stanzas following the  Rúnatal,  in the  Ljóðatal (Hávamál’s  stanzas 147  to 165)  are but an

example.  In  the  Ljóðatal,  Odin  describes  18  charms  that  if  sung  should  change  the

environment to beneft the speaker. There is no immediate reference to the runes, yet this

writing system is fervently referred to with supernatural markers in the Sigrdrífumál and the

285 TILGHMAN B. (2011): Writing in tongues: mixed scripts and style in Insular art., in HOURIHANE C. (ed.): Insular &
Anglo-Saxon art and thought in the early medieval period, Penn State University Press, Pennsylvania, p. 93.

286 FISCHER S., SOULAT J. (2009): Runic swords and raw materials – Anglo-Saxon interaction with Northern Gaul., in
BRATTLI T. (ed.): The 58th International Sachsensymposium 1-5 sept. 2007, NTNU, Trondheim, p. 73.

287 FISCHER S., SOULAT J. (2009): p. 75.
288 HOWELL B. (2013): Changing scripts for changing times: Digraphia in Medieval Scandinavia.,  in THOMSON C.

(ed.): Scandinavica, Vol.52, Num.2, CATS, London, p. 16.
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frst 9 charms in the  Ljóðatal  can be related to the efects explained in the former.289 The

charms referred to in the passage are known as “magic songs.”290 The drink ofered to a warrior

in the Sigrdrífumál is described as “mingled with power and mighty glory; it is full of magic

songs and beneficial letters, of helpful charms and pleasant runes.”291 The parallelism between

the witchers’  trial of the grasses and Odin’s understanding of the runes through drinking292

has already been analysed in part 2, which is why the focus should turn towards the word

rune, its possible meanings and its visual use in the diferent manuscripts that establish the

link between magic and runes as being immutable.

The word rune as it is frequently described means “secret” or “mysterious.” Runic formulas

found  in  archaeological  sources  containing  Latin  transliterations  often  incorporate

grammatical errors293 or their abbreviations are initially difcult to decipher. Scholars have

varying opinions on the subject of  the attested mystery the runes symbolised, since runes

were not only used as a parallel system to the Latin letters, but also as a cryptic system which

appear in riddles, a famous example being the Exeter Book. The cryptographic use of runes is

not only used in manuscripts, but also on caskets. However, for runes to have been used as a

cryptographic medium, they should not have been understood by all parties294. Although the

inscriptions adhere to the Viking spelling tradition295 it is important to take into account the

fact that inscribing alternate alphabets and thus, other languages, was a way to emphasise the

distance between man and the divine.296 The use of  runes was normally limited to short

messages and inscriptions297 which partly explains the type of runic data that remains and its

289 MCKINNELL J. (2007): Wisdom from the dead: The “Ljóðatal” section of “Hávamál.”, in PALMER N., SAUNDERS C.
& HUOT S. (eds.): Medium Ævum, Vol.76, Num.1, Society for the Study of Medieval Languages and Literature,
Oxford, p. 102.

290 MCKINNELL J. (2007): p. 98.
291 MCKINNELL J. (2007): p. 100.
292 Reference to drinking to obtain power is also done in the Njal’s Saga, yet does not involve a trial for the warrior

which is why it has not been included in this analysis. The manner in which the potion is created is of interest,
however, since it involves potentially harmful substances as shown in the following quote: “Runic power could
also be had by drinking mead mixed with splinters  from the wooden staves  on which the desired runes were
carved.” in SLUSHER J. (1991): Runic Wisdom in “Njal’s Saga” and Nordic Mythology: Roots of an Oral Legal
Tradition in Northern Europe., in GOODRICH P. (ed.): Cardozo Studies in Law and Literature, Vol.3, Num.1, Taylor
& Francis, Oxfordshire, p. 23.

293 HOWELL B. (2013): Changing scripts for changing times: Digraphia in Medieval Scandinavia.,  in THOMSON C.
(ed.): Scandinavica, Vol.52, Num.2, CATS, London, p. 18.

294 HOWELL B. (2013): p. 25.
295 KÄLLSTRÖM M.  (2010):  Runes  in  changing contexts:  Viking age and medieval  writing traditions.,  in The 7th

International Symposium on Runes and Runic Inscriptions, published online, Oslo, p. 5.
296 TILGHMAN B. (2011): Writing in tongues: mixed scripts and style in Insular art., in HOURIHANE C. (ed.): Insular &

Anglo-Saxon art and thought in the early medieval period, Penn State University Press, Pennsylvania, p. 103.
297 HOWELL B. (2013): p. 22.
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use of  ligatures  for common words  and  abbreviations.  Runes or Latin  letters  were used

according to the carver’s personal preferences, and thus, knowledge.

There are very sparse examples of runes being treated as magical in Old-English sources and

their value remains uncertain.298 Manuscript Sloane 3854 from the 14th century is the fullest

known Latin version of the Kitab al-Istamatis, an Arabic treatise on astral magic. It contains a

list  of  runes that  were  included  for their  superstitious purposes.  The work  gained  such

popularity that the Ghayat al-Hakim, also known as the 13th century Latin Picatrix, readapted

and derived its work from the former.299 Another version of  the  Kitab al-Istamatis can be

found in the manuscript Dalmases 634300, although it contains only selected passages from

which the runes have been left out. The manuscript Sloane 3854 seems to be one of the only

medieval sources where the runic writing system was taken ex libris antiquuis (from old books)

and combined with the Zodiac signs in order to heighten the possible magical aspect of the

runes.  The astrological  component is  not present in the later copies  of  the manuscript.

Another example of medieval source for the supposed magic use of the runic writing system

is explained in Hrabanus’  De inventione linguarum, a brief catalog explaining the origin of

alphabets, ranging from Hebrew to cryptographic monograms to the runes, where they are

said to be “cum quuibus carmina sua incantationes quue ac divinationes significare procurant

quui adhuc paganis ritibus involvuntur”301 (with which charms they attempt to show their magic

or predictions who are still involved in pagan rites.) Magically imbued letters are attributed to

the  Latin  writing  system  too,  and  mixing  alphabets  served  as  a  way  to  “heighten  the

elusiveness,  and  thus  the  sanctity  of  the  texts.”302 This  is  seen  in  Gospel  books,  yet  the

mysterious aura can be attributed to its in use in The Witcher. Runes and their geographical

variants,  because they have  “shifting  and untrustworthy  material  forms”303 are thought as

being deceitful and markers of pagan literacy at best when analysed through their religious

involvement. Alphabetical mysticism derives from Hellenistic and Judaic mystical traditions

298 BARNES M. (2012): Runes: A handbook., The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, p. 50.
299 BURNETT C. (1983): Scandinavian Runes in a Latin Magical Treatise., in Speculum, Vol.58, Num.2, The University

of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 419.
300 BURNETT C.  (1987):  El  Kitab  al-Istamatis  i  un  manuscrit  barceloní  d'obres  astrològiques  i  astronòmiques.,  in

Llengua & Literatura, Num.2, Societat Catalana de Llengua i Literatura, Barcelona, 431-451 pp.
301 CHRISTIE E. (2011): By means of a secret alphabet: Dangerous letters and the semantics of Gebregdstafas (Solomon

and Saturn, line 2b)., in Modern Philology, Vol.109, Num.2, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 168.
302 TILGHMAN B. (2011): Writing in tongues: mixed scripts and style in Insular art., in HOURIHANE C. (ed.): Insular &

Anglo-Saxon art and thought in the early medieval period, Penn State University Press, Pennsylvania, p. 94.
303 CHRISTIE E. (2011): p. 169.
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which were then widespread through works like Isidore’s  Etymologies.304 Runes, because of

their aspect and insular proprieties, were the perfect targets to become vectors of magic.

The use of runes in The Witcher, according to historical facts, should involve a short message,

beneft from a cryptic initial approach, be able to be transliterated to explain the meaning of

the phrase and when incapable of being understood, be subject to a cryptographic analysis. If

The Witcher does not adhere to these points, then the attested influence of the use of the

runes in the game can be said to be contemporary rather than medieval, which would render

this use an argumenta utilisation of the medieval element.

304 CHRISTIE E. (2011): By means of a secret alphabet: Dangerous letters and the semantics of Gebregdstafas (Solomon
and Saturn, line 2b)., in Modern Philology, Vol.109, Num.2, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 163.
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2. Case study – Geralt’s fight with the mage  

As the fght with the mage begins, Geralt is surrounded by a magical circle where runes are

glowing on the floor,  emitting a blue light that blocks the player’s attempt to escape the

fghting zone. The zone is large enough for the player to evade the mage’s attacks, yet equally

contrived in order to stress the player.

The image above gives the following runes: . Transliterated using theᛞᚹᛖᛟᚹᛜᛃᛟᚢᚷᛖᚱᚩᛚᛞᚹᛖᛟ

older futhark305, they create the line of text dweowngjouger/a/ldweo. The  rune is not presentᚩ

in the older futhark (abbreviated to O.F.,) but appears in the anglo-frisian306 (abbreviated to

A.F.) variation. Using this second alphabet, the /a/ sound that was non-existent by using

exclusively the O.F. is transformed into an /o/. The frst meaning that can be derived from this

transliteration is , ᚷᛖᚱᚩᛚᛞ gerald or gerold if the similitude between the O.F.’s  and the ᚫ A.F.’s

 is taken into account. The runes are a mixture of the ᚩ O.F. and the A.F. alphabets, yet remain

almost exclusively in the O.F. variant. 

The runes have a tradition of  being read  “left to right and right to left, and asymmetrical

characters tend to face the direction of writing.”307 The runes , , ,  and  are facing towardsᚹ ᚢ ᚱ ᚩ ᛚ

the right, which indicates that the text must be read from left to right. Moving the frst and

only transliterated word of meaning to the end as per following Old Norse syntax, the runes

must now be read as - -,  ᚹᛖᛟᛞᚹᛖᛟᚹᛜᛃᛟᚢ ᚷᛖᚱᚩᛚᛞ weodweowngjou-gerold-. The runes reappear

in the same order throughout the circle, and having moved the last three runes, , to theᚹᛖᛟ

beginning exacerbates the repetition that is not initially perceived when fghting. Eliminating

the three repeated runes from the analysis gives the text - -,  ᛞᚹᛖᛟᚹᛜᛃᛟᚢ ᚷᛖᚱᚩᛚᛞ dweowngjou-

gerold- yet  the remaining   –  ᛞ d rune seems to pertain  to the end  of  the word  gerold.

Removing this rune from the beginning of the text then gives - -, ᚹᛖᛟᚹᛜᛃᛟᚢ ᚷᛖᚱᚩᛚᛞ weowngjou-

305 BARNES M. (2012): Runes: A handbook., The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, p. 4.
306 BARNES M. (2012): p. 5.
307 BARNES M. (2012): p. 19.
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gerold-.  The remaining  transliterated  letters  hold  no evident meaning,  thus an analysis

through their cryptographic value may appear more fruitful.

As explained earlier, runes were sometimes arranged into aettir, often in sets of 8 although

their value ranged considerably between 3 to 8. Runes were grouped in 3 or 5, depending on

the words used and their abbreviations. Because there are 8 remaining runes, the grouping

can only be done in 2 distinct ways giving the variants - , ᚹᛖᛟ ᚹᛜᛃᛟᚢ weo-wngjou or - ,ᚹᛖᛟᚹᛜ ᛃᛟᚢ

weowng-jou. Boniface’s cryptographic system which was used in medieval runic caskets308 is

unusable because it replaces  the vowels in the text by dots.  This is  not the case in our

example. The acrophonic analysis using the runic letters’ names and meaning309 might create

meaningful  pieces  of  information.  The  following  table  depicts  the  acrophonic  system,

repeated letters have only been included once.

Rune Transliteration Name of the rune Meaning of the rune

ᚹ w Wunjo Joy

ᛖ e Ehwaz Horse

ᛟ o Othala / Othila Inherited possession

ᛜ ng Ingwaz Ing (proper name)

ᛃ j Jara Good year

ᚢ u Uruz Wild ox

The acrophonic analysis is inconclusive as the meanings derived do not ft with the context of

the fght between Geralt and the mage.

Another type of cryptographic system used with the runic alphabet is replacing the rune by

the one following it in the futhark.310 Doing so with the O.F. variant changes the ,ᚹᛖᛟᚹᛜᛃᛟᚢ

weowngjou text  into  ᚺᛚᛞ ,  ᚺᛟᛇᛞᚦ hldhoaedth.  Although  a  transliterated  meaning  is  not

obtainable from this type of cryptography, the use of abbreviations for common words would

indicate that ,  ᚺᛚᛞ hld could be understood as  held or  hold,  which would ft in with the

context of the fght with the mage and ft the cryptographical analysis that was used in the

308 TILGHMAN B. (2011): Writing in tongues: mixed scripts and style in Insular art., in HOURIHANE C. (ed.): Insular &
Anglo-Saxon art and thought in the early medieval period, Penn State University Press, Pennsylvania, p. 94.

309 All of the information regarding the names and the meanings of the runes is taken from BARNES M. (2012): Runes:
A handbook., The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, p. 22.

310 Barnes describes “the intended rune is replaced by the one immediately preceding it in the futhark.” which makes
our final version the opposite in BARNES M. (2012): p. 147.
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Middle Ages. The runes, after being transliterated, divided into word groups and subjected to

decryption, can be read as h(e/o)ld – , hoaedth – ᚺᛟᛇᛞᚦ gerold. The text is vector of meaning

even though the middle segment has been impervious to all the analytical attempts.

Backward replacement by one letter is another type of cryptographic use. Scholars have tried

replacing the runic letter by the second one preceding it but this type of replacement has not

gained wide approval as of yet.311 Replacing , ᚹᛜᛃᛟᚢ wngjou by the preceding letters in the O.F.

gives  ,  ᚷᛚᛁᛜᚠ glingf.  The  knowledge  of  specialised  linguistic  traits  used  in  cryptography

(omission of the rune if the following is from the same place of articulation)312 is not possible

to apply in this particular example.

The inconclusive analysis for the middle segment of the runes, ,  ᚹᛜᛃᛟᚢ wngjou, compells the

following statement: “On occasion it looks as though disguisement serves to highlight parts of

a  text.”313 The runes used by the mage in the fght with Geralt at the end of  the tutorial

indicate their efect – hold – and whom it is directed to: gerold. This closely parallels Odin’s

charms in the  Ljóðatal.  The way the charms are described indicates an utilisation in the

battlefeld, just like in The Witcher. The use of runes in The Witcher is done in a manner that

appropriates the cultural idea that they were used for magical purposes and were a secret

except for the uninitiated. A transliteration and a cryptographical analysis have managed to

give  meaning  to  the  runes,  although  5  of  them are  still  devoid  of  sense.  The efective

transliteration indicates  a clear investment from the game designers,  and the conclusive

cryptographic analysis demonstrates that research was done on the types of  cyphers being

used in the Middle Ages. The runes serve as an accessory to the mage’s spells and seem to be a

visual representation of his abilities and social status. His identity and his ultimate defeat at

the  hands  of  Geralt  is  in  accordance  with  the  medieval  use  of  runes,  a  “blixtbild

(lightningflash image) of the situation”314 that will remain tainted in an aura of mystery.

311 BARNES M. (2012): Runes: A handbook., The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, pp. 147-148.
312 BARNES M. (2012): p. 25.
313 BARNES M. (2012): p. 144.
314 HOWELL B. (2013): Changing scripts for changing times: Digraphia in Medieval Scandinavia.,  in THOMSON C.

(ed.): Scandinavica, Vol.52, Num.2, CATS, London, p. 22.
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A note on the alchemy of the witchers’ signs

Geralt is not unarmed in his fghts against opponents that use magic. As opposed to mages

and other types of NPCs that cast magical spells, “the witchers adapted the spell, making use

of the fact that it does not requuire knowledge of a magical formula—concentration and the

gesture  are  enough.”315 Because they do not use magic in order to be cast,  the witchers’

adapted spells are called signs. The player has access to 5 diferent signs that have varying

efects on the enemy or Geralt, which they can use independently from the swords. The signs

must be learnt by accessing large stones that unlock  Geralt’s ability to use a specifc sign.

Using a sign consumes endurance and not  mana316 as is often the case in other Medieval-

Fantasy games. The signs must be used in order to advance in the story, and many enemies

cannot be beaten without using a combination of signs and fghting dexterity.

The signs are modifed representations of the alchemical Hellenic symbols for earth, water,

fre, air and the unit of  measure for time as found in Basilius Valentinus’  research. 317 The

division of the signs into 5 elements continues the tradition of Empedocles initial fndings 318

and Aristotle’s influence.  Medieval  alchemy was strongly influenced by the work of  Arab

scholars and their translations into Latin. Transposed into the game, the use of 5 signs show

the witchers’ standing and cultural knowledge of the world, the type of reasoning they have

access  to  and  seem  to  follow.  The  signs  follow  a  similar  meaning  to  their  alchemical

equivalents in the way they are visually depicted, sometimes the name follows suit too (as is

the case with the sign  Igni and the fre element.) The following table depicts  The Witcher

signs, their names, their efect and their homologues in Basilius’ research as modifed by Eric

Holmyard’s work.319

315 SAPKOWSKI A. (2010): Blood of Elves, 1st Ed., Hachette Book Group, New York, [ebook], Loc. 5213.
316 It is unknown what energy Geralt’s enemies or allies consume in order to use their spells, thus an opposing analysis

on the ways the spells are cast would not translate into a theoretical analysis of societal hierarchy or knowledge in
the game. However, to further discuss the difference between endurance and mana as a video game concept the
work of Alex GOLUB and Jon PETERSON on the question is particularly interesting.
GOLUB A., PETERSON J. (2016): How Mana Left the Pacific and Became a Video Game Mechanic., in TOMLISON

M., TENGAN T. (eds.): New mana: transformations of a classic concept in Pacific languages and cultures, Australian
National University Press, Acton, 311-349 pp.

317 VALENTINUS B. (1671): The last will and testament of Basil Valentine., S. G. and B. G., London.
318 PICOT J.-C. (2004): Les cinq sources dont parle Empédocle., in Revue des Études Grecques, Vol.117, Num.2, REG,

Paris, 393-446 pp.
319 HOLMYARD E. (1957): Alchemy., Penguin books, Baltimore, p. 153.
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Witcher 
sign

Name of
sign

Effect Basilius sign Name of sign Meaning

Aard Stun, repel, disarm � Aer Air

Igni Ignite � Ignis Fire

Yrden Knock back Hora Time

Quen Protective feld � Terra Earth

Axii Turns foes into allies � Aqua Water

Taking  into  account  the  fact  that  witchers  use  signs  inspired  by  the  elements  and  by

Hellenistic reasoning, and that their foes are unable to wield such power yet are able to use

other types of  magic in the game indicates a social  division that describes their cultural

upbringing and social standing. The witchers are grounded in the scientifc and academical

research of their world in order to survive, whilst others wield their power through the use of

markers of pagan and Christian belief systems such as the runes previously described.

The witchers’ signs, when compared to Odin’s charms, yield a similitude in the 7th, 9th and 10th

songs.320 However, the signs seem to represent not only gameplay element to facilitate the

player’s  progression,  but  are also a  marker of  the opposing  approach to magic  between

witchers and their foes, and its wielding in the game.

320 LARRINGTON C. (1999): The Poetic Edda., Oxford World's Classics, Oxford, pp. 14-38.
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3. Glagolitic – The religious alphabet  

Whilst visiting the city of  Vizima, the player can observe several objects that are written in

Glagolitic. These are posters and wooden signs. Since this writing does not appear neither in

the tutorial nor in Act 1 when the player must quest around the city of Vizima, understanding

the role of  the Glagolitic language inside the city and its influence on the citizens  will be

helpful in determining to what extent the religious and cultural marker of the language has

been maintained  from its  medieval  use to its  contemporary depiction in the game.  The

Glagolitic alphabet was specifcally created in order to Christianise the Slavs.321 It is therefore

an attested Christian writing instrument in a specifc European region, which imbues the

language  with  unequivocal  cultural  and  traditional  markers  of  meaning  related  to  the

geographical  region depicted. The language was used for regional dialects of  Old Church

Slavonic322 (abbreviated to  OCS)  and marked a clear distinction between the Eastern and

Western dialects.

The analysis takes into account the religious history of the alphabet, the cultural mission it

was part of  as well  as the alphabet’s use during the Middle Ages.  Although the letters in

Glagolitic have, like Runes, a numerical value, these are not taken into account because there

is no evidence in the game that points to a numerical use of the alphabet.

Glagolitic was also used as a cryptographic script, albeit very rarely.323 Cryptography is usually

referred to in Slavic sources as tajnopis, meaning secret language.324 This use of the alphabet

was attested during the Middle Ages in East Slavs.325 Unlike for the Runes, there are very few

sources that describe the cryptographic use of the Glagolitic, and fewer even explain how it

took  place.  Cryptic  letters  in  Glagolitic  usually  bore  a  supralinear  bar  as  a  sign  of

contraction.326 Because there is no such evidence in the game to warrant a cryptographic

analysis of the IG sources, the focus of the analysis concentrates on the visual representations

321 AZAM O. (2001): L’histoire controversée de la naissance du premier alphabet slave.,  in SAVELLI D. (ed.): Slavica
Occitana, Num.12, Association Slavica Occitana, Toulouse, p. 59.

322 LUNT H. (1964): The Beginning of Written Slavic., in Slavic Review, Vol.23, Num.2, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, p. 212.

323 FRANKLIN S.  (2002):  Writing,  Society  and  Culture  in  Early  Rus,  c.950-1300.,  Cambridge  University  Press,
Cambridge, p. 97.

324 AZAM O. (2001): pp. 60-61.
325 AZAM O. (2001): Ibid.
326 USPENSKIJ B. (2013): Glagolitic Script as a Manifestation of Sacred Knowledge., in Studi Slavistici, Vol.10, Firenze

University Press, Firenze, p. 9.
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of cultural cyphers that are representative of a specifc geographical location or timeline in

order to understand the possible underlying meaning of the text.

The Glagolitic alphabet is a creation of  Saint Cyril and his brother Methodius in order to

“furtherance […] Byzantium’s ideological and cultural interests”.327 The two principal sources

for this information are the Vita Constantini and the Vita Methodii.328 The former was written

by Methodius in order to account for his brother’s actions, the latter is believed to have been

written shortly after Methodius’  death in 885.329 As written in the  Vita Constantini,  Cyril

refused to leave for his mission to Moravia without an alphabet since it would be considered a

heresy to spread the Holy Writ in Slavic, and would amount to  “writing on water”.330 More

importantly, the Vita Constantini explains the necessity for a specifc alphabet to be created

before departing in order to disseminate efectively the teachings the brothers were ordered

to impart:  “"Were it not held firm by means of writing, the Christian teaching would run the

risk of being badly understood, badly interpreted and disseminated, and for this reason might

easily be transformed into a heretical, that is to say an unorthodox, doctrine.”331 The brothers

were aware of the difculty of the task that had befallen upon them.

The exact moment when the alphabet was created is, according to various sources, at the end

of the 9th century,332 although Horace Lunt, linguist in Slavic studies, indicates the year 863.333

It is clear that the alphabet must have been invented before Cyril and Methodius left for their

mission to Moravia,  or shortly thereafter due to the information garnered from the  Vita

Constantini. The invention is sometimes attributed exclusively to Cyril, and/or Methodius, or

has  mistakenly  been  attributed  to  Saint  Jerome.334 The  Vita  Constantini  contains  the

Glagolitic  alphabet,  yet  appears  to  have  gone  through  numerous  revisions  and  complex

processes of  compilation.335 The original alphabet has not been preserved intact, there are

327 ŠEVČENKO I.  (1964):  Three  Paradoxes  of  the  Cyrillo-Methodian  Mission.,  in Slavic  Review,  Vol.23,  Num.2,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 231.

328 LUNT H. (1964): The Beginning of Written Slavic., in Slavic Review, Vol.23, Num.2, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, p. 212.

329 LUNT H. (1964): Ibid.
330 ŠEVČENKO I. (1964): p. 230.
331 BUTLER F. (1995): The representation of Oral Culture in the Vita Constantini., in Slavic and East European Journal,

Vol.39, Num.3, American Association of Teachers of Slavic and East European Languages, Los Angeles, 378 p.
332 See LUNT H. (1964), CUBBERLEY P. (1996) and VERKHOLANTSEV J. (2010).
333 LUNT H. (1964): pp. 215-216.
334 VERKHOLANTSEV J.  (2010):  Littera  Specialis…  A Beato  Jeronimo:  How  did  Sts.  Cyril  and  Methodius  lose

recognition as inventors of the glagolitic letters to St. Jerome?, in Ricerche slavistiche, Vol.54, Num.8, La Fenice
Edizioni, Rome, p. 256.

335 BUTLER F. (1995): p. 368.
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traces of  Eastern and Western Balkan interaction with other scripts already in use at the

time.336 Furthermore, the other primary manuscripts that contain the alphabet are irregular,

lack ordering and thus cannot be used to create a comprehensive data regarding the amount

of letters contained in the alphabet.337

In order to create a transliteration of  the sources  IG,  a variety of  alphabets are taken into

account so as to fnd out exactly which linguistic variants were used and if possible, extract a

meaning to this choice. In other words, seeing if a specifc linguistic variant has been used is

vital to understand if the game designers have chosen to depict an explicit geographical space

in the game.

The theory that the alphabet was invented by Cyril and Methodius very rapidly in order to

accelerate the mission in  Slavic  territory they were sent on has been debated.  The frst

hypothesis  insinuates  that  the  Glagolitic  alphabet  was  invented  without  any  previous

linguistic influence by Cyril and thus would constitute an artifcial alphabet.338 This would not

be unprecedented,  as the Armenian alphabet was created  in a similar manner and for a

parallel  theological  purpose.339 The  second  hypothesis  insinuates  that  the  alphabet  has

possible  markers  of  Greek  influence,340 might  be  based  on  Byzantine  cryptography,

tachygraphy and  alchemy,341 and  Hebraic  letters.342 Nevertheless,  because  of  Cyril’s  and

Methodius’ past in Byzantine territory and their fervent belief in the scriptures, the alphabet

has been confrmed as being Christian influenced. This explains the Trinitarian meaning of

the alphabet, both in its visual composition and in the amount of  letters included. 343 The

consensus which has been reached by contemporary scholars is that the Glagolitic alphabet is

an artifcial creation with minimal external influences. When these appear, they are simply

the mark of Cyril’s extended linguistical and theological knowledge.344 The Christian visual

336 VEDER W.  (2004):  The  glagolitic  alphabet  as  a  text.,  in DÜRRIGL M.A.,  MIHALJEVIĆ M.,  VELČIĆ F.  (eds.):
Glagoljica I Hrvatski Glagolizam, Staroslavenski institut, Zagreb, p. 375.

337 VEDER W. (2004): Ibid.
338 USPENSKIJ B. (2013): Glagolitic Script as a Manifestation of Sacred Knowledge., in Studi Slavistici, Vol.10, Firenze

University Press, Firenze, p. 7.
339 ŠEVČENKO I.  (1964):  Three  Paradoxes  of  the  Cyrillo-Methodian  Mission.,  in Slavic  Review,  Vol.23,  Num.2,

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 236.
340 CUBBERLEY P.  (1996):  The Slavic Alphabets.,  in DANIELS P.,  BRIGHT W. (eds.):  The world’s writing systems,

Oxford University Press, Oxford, p.  346.
341 SOULIS G. (1965): The Legacy of Cyril and Methodius to the Southern Slavs., in Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Vol.19,

Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, p. 25.
342 USPENSKIJ B. (2013): p. 8.
343 VEDER W. (2004): p. 386.
344 BUTLER F. (1995): The representation of Oral Culture in the Vita Constantini., in Slavic and East European Journal,

Vol.39, Num.3, American Association of Teachers of Slavic and East European Languages, Los Angeles, p. 377.
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markers found in the Glagolitic alphabet correspond to the cross, the circle and the triangle.345

The cross is a symbol for Christ, the circle is the symbol for infnity and omnipotence whilst

the triangle, in turn, represents the marker of the Holy Trinity.346 The alphabet thus created

becomes the vector of  Slavic Christianity.347 Cyril’s alphabet is a constant visual  Christian

depiction which is made explicit through the use of Trinitarian symbolism. Furthermore, it

also allows for written practices found in Greek,  Latin and Hebrew,  such as the 2-letter

abbreviation form,  to be able to used  in languages that were not yet used  for Christian

purposes.  The Glagolitic alphabet served an evident religious purpose, and its use in  The

Witcher must be analysed taking into account its Christian origin.

In order to Christianise the Slavic population efciently, Cyril and his brother decided to act

in  a  non-threatening  manner  towards  the  non-Byzantines  –  commonly  depicted  as

barbarians348 – they were supposed to instruct. This is no doubt one of the reasons why their

arrival was welcomed by King Rastislav, who in turn would play an important role in their

protection  and  in  the  dissemination  of  their  teachings  in  Bulgaria.  Depending  on  the

interpretation of the primary sources, such as the Vita Constantini, the Moravians’ request for

the Byzantine ruler to send missionaries that would skilfully translate the scriptures is liable

to be interpreted as a cultural or a political request. The latter is often tied to the Franks’

vision of  the  Byzantine  brothers,  for  they  were  not  “squuatters  on  pagan  soil;  they  were

trespassers  on missionary preserves.”349 The translation the brothers created of  the major

liturgical books such as the Gospel became the written marker of a new language, 350 the Old

Church  Slavonic.  In  the  beginning,  it  seemed  to  be  a  mixture  between  Slavic  and

unsophisticated Greek.351 This language was created in order to be used in any Slavic speaking

region since the letters took into account the phonetic variations the words were subject to,

thus allowing any Slav to “recite the texts according to his own pronunciation.”352 Nevertheless,

345 USPENSKIJ B. (2013): Glagolitic Script as a Manifestation of Sacred Knowledge., in Studi Slavistici, Vol.10, Firenze
University Press, Firenze, p. 8.

346 AZAM O. (2001): L’histoire controversée de la naissance du premier alphabet slave.,  in SAVELLI D. (ed.): Slavica
Occitana, Num.12, Association Slavica Occitana, Toulouse, p. 79.

347 AZAM O. (2001): p. 59, p. 88.
348 ŠEVČENKO I.  (1964):  Three  Paradoxes  of  the  Cyrillo-Methodian  Mission.,  in Slavic  Review,  Vol.23,  Num.2,

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 226.
349 ŠEVČENKO I. (1964): p. 221.
350 LUNT H. (1964): The Beginning of Written Slavic., in Slavic Review, Vol.23, Num.2, Cambridge University Press,

Cambridge, pp. 215-216.
351 ŠEVČENKO I. (1964): p. 232.
352 VEDER W.  (2004):  The  glagolitic  alphabet  as  a  text.,  in DÜRRIGL M.A.,  MIHALJEVIĆ M.,  VELČIĆ F.  (eds.):

Glagoljica I Hrvatski Glagolizam, Staroslavenski institut, Zagreb, p. 386.
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the  regional  and  by  extension  the  dialectical  diferences  were  necessarily  partially

suppressed.353 The  geographical  extension  of  the  Glagolitic  alphabet’s  use  cannot  be

geographically nor historically precisely marked throughout the Middle Ages. The alphabet

was used in Croatia,354 Serbia,355 Bulgaria,356 Poland, parts of  Bohemia,357 Macedonia,358 and

spread to West Slavic territories at diferent moments in each country’s history.

Although in  The Witcher the political role of  the Glagolitic script is made evident by the

posters disseminated throughout the city of Vizima359, it does not seem to come into conflict

with other types of linguistic teachings, unless we take into account the Runes that have been

studied previously. The fact that Runes appear only once in the game does not subtract from

their political and theological standing IG. Taking this into account, the Glagolitic script IG

can be seen as a vector of Christianisation – or the related religion in The Witcher, the Eternal

Fire and by extension the Order of the Flaming Rose – for it appears only in the city of Vizima.

The Runes, by opposition, mark the past, occult, rural, pagan knowledge.

There  are  no  priests  promulgating  the  Eternal  Fire’s  religion  in  the  city,  unlike  in  the

surrounding village in Act 1. Inside the city, the Order of the Flaming Rose has a cloister that

cannot be accessed  by the player.  Politically,  the inclusion of  the cloister inside the city

emphasizes the acceptance of the citizens and the ruler of the city of the Order’s teachings,

and, by extension, of the Glagolitic script. Inside the Order’s guard-post are visual markers of

the liturgical education the Order ofers to the citizens. The use of  books as a theological

educational device closely parallels the use of the Glagolitic in the 9 th century, for the ways in

which young apprentices could master the knowledge imparted by priests during the 9 th and

10th centuries in the Balkans was by “reading with diligence and treating books as a source of

353 LUNT H. (1964): The Beginning of Written Slavic., in Slavic Review, Vol.23, Num.2, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, p. 219.

354 MIHALJEVIĆ M. (1992): The phonological System of the Croatian Redaction of Church Slavonic.,  in Slavic and
East European Journal, Vol.36, Num.1, American Association of Teachers of Slavic and East European Languages,
Los Angeles, p. 1.

355 LUNT H. (1964): Ibid.
356 SOULIS G. (1965): The Legacy of Cyril and Methodius to the Southern Slavs., in Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Vol.19,

Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, p. 38.
357 SOULIS G. (1965): p. 21.
358 SOULIS G. (1965): p. 29.
359 See poster 1 and 2 in the appendix.
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wisdom.”360 Furthermore,  the  knowledge  of  the  written  word  was  supposed  to  bring

salvation.361

If  the player wishes to understand the backstory of  The Witcher,  be able to slay specifc

monsters or learn new potions, they must diligently read the books IG. The books IG become

vectors of knowledge and status. In other words, the Glagolitic script in the game seems to be

closely tied to the Order of the Flaming Rose because of the posters that can be seen around

the city. The objects found in the cloister and their disposition seem to translate into a desire

of Christianisation through the written word that can be seen as successful since important

locations in the game are introduced by a sign in Glagolitic. 

The fact that Geralt is allowed to gain knowledge through books is not a purposeful indicator

on its own, but the fact that the books are not in Glagolitic is. This serves to emphasize and

call into question the extent of the language’s social reach and the symbolism it is vector of.

When the player prompts Geralt to read the posters written in Glagolitic, the translation is

barely a sentence long when the posters are heavily ornamented with text.  The player is

forced to suppose that Geralt understands the Glagolitic script,  yet the lack of  extended

translation in most cases prompts to question Geralt’s knowledge of this type of alphabet. 362 It

can then be inferred from this information that the posters and any other type of IG source

written in Glagolitic are destined for all the members of society in the city of Vizima, Geralt

excluded. Furthermore, the city of Vizima represents an important city in the game, having it

conform to the educational standings and writing practices of  the 12th century in Eastern

Europe gives  The Witcher the necessary original element in order to make the game more

believable from a historically and geographically medieval point of view.

The writing practice of the Glagolitic alphabet, especially its visual depiction, was not unlike

the  uncial Latin  letter  forms.  The  letters  were  clearly  separated.363 The  writing  form  is

“arrondi,  comme celui  d’une cursive.”364 The Glagolitic manuscripts from the 9th to the 13th

360 IVANOVA T. (2000): Learning in the ninth-tenth century. Slavia Orthodoxa., in Annual of Medieval Studies at CEU,
Vol.6, CEU, Budapest, p. 43.

361 IVANOVA T. (2000): p. 37.
362 In  The Witcher 2 and  3, the maps the player has access to when controlling Geralt are written in Glagolitic and

transliterated, showing that Geralt does somewhat understand the Glagolitic alphabet. In The Witcher, however, the
situation is ambiguous for the translated sentences can either be inferred from the images or the translated text does
not seem to parallel the visual representation of the text.

363 AZAM O. (2001): L’histoire controversée de la naissance du premier alphabet slave.,  in SAVELLI D. (ed.): Slavica
Occitana, Num.12, Association Slavica Occitana, Toulouse, p. 65.

364 AZAM O. (2001): Ibid.
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centuries  show a  considerable  amount of  varying  degrees  of  intertextual  space  between

letters.365 In medieval Croatian Glagolitic tradition (12th to 16th centuries)366, short words such

as particles or prepositions were attached to a word in order to create a single unit.  This

disappears in printed texts as it becomes regularised. Nevertheless, the  “earliest of printed

texts […] do not reflect any serious diferences in word spacing and word-block presentation

from the manuscript tradition.”367 The Glagolitic script has 2 variants: the angular and the

cursive form. The former is mostly found in Croatian manuscripts due to the influence of the

Beneventan script in the country.368 Orthodox Slavic lands such as Rus’,  started using the

Cyrillic alphabet in the 11th century. They retained older conventions which called for a scripta

continua. Word separation became normative in the 17th century for Cyrillic texts.369 The role

of  the church and the language that was used was very important,  for  “at the end of the

eleventh century the Slavonic liturgy [...] which existed in Bohemia side by side with the Latin,

disappeared, and only Latin continued to be used by Bohemian writers. At the same time there

disappeared also  the  last  traces  of  the  Moravian Slavonic  inheritance  in southern Poland,

which had been part of Great Moravia.”370 In Croatia, using the Glagolitic alphabet became a

symbol  of  resistance to the Latinisation  that was taking  place and  became a symbol  of

national identity.371 It is only in the 17th century that the Glagolitic alphabet was used to create

evident interslavic work. The works of the priest Juraj Križanić used a mixture of Croatian,

Old Church Slavonic, Latin and Russian. Notwithstanding, interslavic uses of language were

already found in certain medieval tracts.372 After the 11th century, choosing to use the Glagolitic

script instead of the Cyrillic alphabet was a clear indicator of a nation’s standing on political

and cultural Slavic matters.

365 CRNKOVIĆ D. (2011):  Word Spacing in the Early Printed Glagolitic Texts.,  in Slovo: časopis Staroslavenskoga
instituta u Zagrebu, Vol.61, Staroslavenski institut, Zagreb, p. 19.

366 MIHALJEVIĆ M. (1992): The phonological System of the Croatian Redaction of Church Slavonic.,  in Slavic and
East European Journal, Vol.36, Num.1, American Association of Teachers of Slavic and East European Languages,
Los Angeles, p. 1.

367 CRNKOVIĆ D. (2011): p. 24.
368 SOULIS G. (1965): The Legacy of Cyril and Methodius to the Southern Slavs., in Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Vol.19,

Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, p. 40.
369 CRNKOVIĆ D. (2011): p. 20.
370 DVORNIK D. (1964): The Significance of the Missions of Cyril and Methodius., in Slavic Review, Vol.23, Num.2,

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 210.
371 SOULIS G. (1965): Ibid.
372 PETROVICH M. (1947):  Juraj Križanić: A Precursor of Pan-Slavism (CA. 1618-83).,  in The American Slavic and

East European Review, Vol.6, Num.3/4, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 82.
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Example of angular Glagolitic in the Vrbnik Statute, 14th century.373

Example of Cyrillic writing in scripta continua in the Laurentian Codex, Folio 3, 14th century.374

373 NATIONAL LIBRARY UNIVERSITY ZAGREB (2018): Vrbnički Statut. [28/05/2018]
http://db.nsk.hr/Bastina/knjige/Vrbnicki_statut/Vrbnicki_statut.html

374 THE NATIONAL LIBRARY OF RUSSIA (2012): Laurentian Codex. [28/05/2018]
http://expositions.nlr.ru/LaurentianCodex/_Project/page_Show.php
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The Glagolitic script was a vector of  Christian education and allowed the Slavs to have an

alphabet specifc to their linguistic needs when it was frst introduced. Notwithstanding, the

Cyrillic script – whose role was very similar to the Glagolitic – rapidly managed to supplant

the previous written alphabet in certain Slavic regions during the 12 th century,375 and would

establish a state of digraphia in regions yet impermeable to a critical change of the writing

system, such as in Bulgaria and Macedonia until the late 13th century.376 The timeline for the

use of the Glagolitic in the game and in the Middle Ages corresponds.

Considering  the previous information garnered on the Christian creation and use of  the

Glagolitic  alphabet,  the  use  of  the  Glagolitic  alphabet  in  The  Witcher,  if  introduced  to

correspond to its medieval  utilisation,  is expected to be vector of  Christian imagery and

tradition. However, outright theological components in Medieval-Fantasy games are rarely

explicit for they are liable to influencing the sales of  the game. 377 Therefore, analysing the

political  and social  implication inside the game of  the use of  the Glagolitic –  instead of

another medieval alphabet and language – is critical in order to understand if the use of the

Glagolitic corresponds to its medieval counterpart.

In order to understand the posters and signs that appear in  The Witcher,  transliteration –

which appeared to be efective during the case study on Runes – will be used. If  the texts

written in Glagolitic in the  IG sources cannot be fully transliterated using the Glagolitic

alphabet and its regional variants exclusively, then it is inferred that game design liberty has

taken place.  After  a  transliteration,  the  transliterated  text  is  expected  to hold  the same

meaning as the translated version the player sees in English when placing the cursor on the

posters or on the signs. The transliterated words are liable to appear in English, in a current

Slavic  language,  or  in  Panslavic.  Should  the  last  two options  hold  true,  the  use  of  the

Glagolitic script in the game parallels its historical standards. As to why the Cyrillic script was

not used in the game since its origins are medieval too, the reasons can only be speculated.

375 CUBBERLEY P.  (1996):  The Slavic Alphabets.,  in DANIELS P.,  BRIGHT W. (eds.):  The world’s writing systems,
Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 349.

376 CUBBERLEY P. (1996): Ibid.
377 Except in games which use the theological component as the main part of the story, such as  KALYPSO MEDIA

(2011): The First Templar, Worms, [PC].
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4. Case study – Posters and signs  

In Act 2, Geralt enters the city of Vizima, specifcally the temple quuarter. Wandering through

the city, the player can see posters which are described as posters or advertisements in the

game. The posters are taller than Geralt, and thus can hardly be said to conform to medieval

practices of  visual and textual representation. There are 5 diferent posters present in the

game,  all  of  them appear at  various locations throughout the city.378 Moving  the cursor

towards  the  poster  will  show a  text  describing  the  text  inside  the  poster.  However,  the

translated text does not seem to conform to the amount of  text present in the posters. In

addition to the posters, specifc locations inside the city will have a sign written in Glagolitic

describing  the  location.  Some locations  will  have a  visual  representation  in  the  sign  in

addition to the Glagolitic script. Rarely will the locations only have a visual sign.379

The part that could cause some comprehension problems for the player is when the sign is

written exclusively in Glagolitic.  Having such a sign forces the player to either enter the

building without knowing where they are going (unless they have previously checked the IG

map) or to stop and move the cursor towards the sign in order to have the translations

previously shown in the table. In the case where the player moves the cursor, there is a change

in the tempo of  the game. The textual + visual (abbreviated to  TV) markers are easier to

understand because of their visual cues, although that is not always the case. The signs where

the visual marker is used exclusively appears in locations where the same sources can be

found. For example, the visual sign for the armourer can be found with the Order’s armourer

and the  dwarven blacksmith who also acts as an armourer. The items they sell  are mostly

similar, which is why the visual sign is used interchangeably. 

The Glagolitic alphabet used in the signs is used in a visual variant that is attested in the later

parts of the Middle Ages. This is the angular Glagolitic script commonly found in a religious

context380 and  influenced  by  the Beneventan  script.381 This  type of  script  was  used  very

prominently in medical manuscripts too, thus showing the polyfunctionality of the script and

378 The posters can be found in the appendix. The IG translation can be found before the posters. The transliteration is
included after the posters.

379 A complete table of signs is present in the appendix.
380 DÜRRIGL M.A.,  FATOVIĆ-FERENČIĆ S.  (1999):  “Marginalia  Miscellanea  Medica”  in  Croatian  Glagolitic

monuments: a model for interdisciplinary investigations., in Viator, Vol.30, Brepols, Turnhout, p. 385.
381 SOULIS G. (1965): The Legacy of Cyril and Methodius to the Southern Slavs., in Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Vol.19,

Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, p. 40.
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its syncretism.382 Certain Glagolitic written variants managed to supersede the confnes of

manuscripts  because  of  their  vernacular  development  which  managed  to  integrate  the

Glagolitic writing and its visuals into everyday life.383 The use of this written variant in the

timeline of the game corresponds to its cultural use in the historical timeline of the Glagolitic

script. However, some signs384 appear to show the older variant, the cursive Glagolitic form.

The Glagolitic alphabet is used in a homogeneous way: the signs do not mix angular and

cursive forms.

The Glagolitic visual variant used in the posters do not correspond to manuscript examples,

they are mainly inspired by printed materials. The separation of prepositions from the host

words,  which is  the predominant style both in the  IG signs and posters,  was done as a

following of  the European trend in the late medieval Glagolitic custom.385 Certain posters

include both angular and cursive Glagolitic forms in the text they depict, although the forms

do not adhere to a strict order of  appearance and seem to be used interchangeably. Some

letters included in the posters cannot be transliterated because they cannot be found in the

Glagolitic alphabets consulted.386 The cursive Glagolitic used in poster 4 is similar to the

cursive  Glagolitic  variant  of  the  early  19th century.387 The  visual  aspect  of  the  Glagolitic

alphabet in the posters cannot be said to conform to a specifcally medieval time period, nor

to medieval writing practices.

The transliteration of the signs and posters has given mixed results. Transliteration using 21st

century sources388 has proven to be conclusive in most cases.389 Because some sources showed

a single  variant,  usually  the  angular Glagolitic,  the  results  have  often  been  lacking  and

impossible to strongly assert.390 

382 DÜRRIGL M.A.,  FATOVIĆ-FERENČIĆ S.  (1999):  “Marginalia  Miscellanea  Medica”  in  Croatian  Glagolitic
monuments: a model for interdisciplinary investigations., in Viator, Vol.30, Brepols, Turnhout, p. 395.

383 SOULIS G. (1965): The Legacy of Cyril and Methodius to the Southern Slavs., in Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Vol.19,
Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, p. 41.

384 Lebioda’s hospital sign (and by extension the cemetery) and detective Raymond.
385 CRNKOVIĆ D. (2011):  Word Spacing in the Early Printed Glagolitic Texts.,  in Slovo: časopis Staroslavenskoga

instituta u Zagrebu, Vol.61, Staroslavenski institut, Zagreb, p. 31.
386 Poster 5 seems to be the poster which has taken the most linguistical liberties both in visual and textual elements.
387 CUBBERLEY P.  (1996):  The Slavic Alphabets.,  in DANIELS P.,  BRIGHT W. (eds.):  The world’s writing systems,

Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 350.
388 Alphabet found in VALEC-REBIĆ M. (2013): Glagoljica za osnovce. Pripručnik za voditelje glagoljaških skupina.,

Ljevak, Zagreb, p. 29.
389 All TVs and poster 1-3.
390 Interestingly, the 18th century alphabet given by FOURNIER P. (1766) is less prone to giving the expected results than

SLOVINAC J.’s (around 1400) alphabet. Both of them contain the single, angular Glagolitic variant.
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The identical signs for the IG cemetery and hospital have given the transliteration na sprzedz

in the variants VR, DU and SL, meaning to sell in Polish. Although the transliteration does

indeed hold meaning, it does not adhere to the narrative and geographical context in the

game. The city dungeon’s sign transliterates to narakort in the VR, DU and SL variants. It is

the name of an inn in the Trade quarter and in the  The Witcher  book  The Last Wish.391 A

reason for this transliteration is the dubious reputation both locations – the city dungeon and

the  Narakort  inn  in  the  book  –  share.  However,  this  analysis  remains  speculative.  The

detective’s sign transliterates to  detekt in the  VR,  DU and  SL variants. It is the only sign

whose transliteration adheres to the meaning behind the text. The signs for the Hairy Bear

Inn and Kalkenstein are identical and have been impervious to transliteration.

Poster 1 contains a long translation yet visually has only 3 sentences. From those sentences,

only the frst transliterates to  zakon,  meaning  order in Polish in the  VR,  DU, FR and  SL

variants.  The  transliteration  brings  forth  the  double  or  triple  meaning  of  the  word.  It

references at the same time the Order of the Flaming Rose and the order it brings to the city.

Visually  the  meaning  is  equally  inferred,  the  knight  pointing  towards  the  player  is  a

contemporary cultural reference to James Mongomery’s I want you poster of 1917. The knight

is ordering the NPC’s looking at the poster to act or join the order. The references to cultural

markers are visual and textual, they bring forth the transliterated meaning in an ambiguous

manner that allows the curious player to interact with contemporary knowledge, visual  IG

cues,  and medieval writing. Poster 1  manages to give the opportunity to all  the players to

understand what and whom it is symbolizing. Moreover, the poster manages to combine the

double historical  timeline the player is  constantly navigating:  the contemporary and the

medieval.

Poster 2 contains various words that are markers of meaning. Understanding them as a whole

should bring forth the overall meaning of the poster. The frst one which appears in all the

variants is  filio (philio in  DU and phjljo in  FR) meaning  son in Latin.  The second word

appearing in all variants, FO excluded, is zbro, meaning armour in Polish. However, in FO’s

variation, the word would be dbro, a possible contraction of dobro meaning good or well in

Polish. The third word containing meaning appears in the  VR variant exclusively:  mistrz,

meaning master in Polish. The last word containing meaning appears in the VR, FR and SL

391 SAPKOWSKI A. (1993): The Last Wish., 1st Ed., Hachette Book Group, New York, [ebook], Loc.68.
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variants:  zelazne meaning  iron in Polish.  The transliterated  VR variant would give  son-

armour-master-iron,  although  FR and  SL give  son-armour-iron the  possible  meaning  IG

remains the same. Because the FO variant is the only one to give good instead of armour, and

that it does not manage to transliterate the other two words holding meaning, it is possible to

conclude that this alphabetical variation is not able to give an accurate transliteration in this

case. Visually, the transliterated words are paralleled. The young knight standing atop the

dragon clad in an iron armour contains all the visual meaning from the transliterated text.

The poster contains contemporary uses of  text, such as the asterix pointing to a supposed

clarifcation of the text.392 The image depicted resembles the fnal moments of St. George’s

accomplishments,  although the main diference is  that he is  portrayed riding a horse in

medieval sources.393 Poster 2 is the opposite of  poster 1. The image depicted is a medieval

reference, whilst the use of text is contemporary. The poster mixes angular and cursive forms

of Glagolitic script, which blurs the historical timeline the game is expected to conform to.

Poster 1 and 2 represent political and Christian ideas which are enforced and encouraged by

the Order of the Flaming Rose. The Glagolitic script, inherently Christian, is an IG vector of

Christianity because of its use in poster 1 by the IG representation of Christianity, the Order

of the Flaming Rose.  The message of  poster 1 is political and corresponds to the medieval

utilisation  of  the  Glagolitic.  Furthermore,  in  poster  2,  the  Glagolitic  script  surrounds  a

Christian medieval cultural marker, St.  George, which implies the triumph of  Christianity

over paganism.  The use of  the Glagolitic script in the game corresponds to its  medieval

utilisation for political and religious uses.

Poster 3 is rich in meaning,  for it contains 7 words being able to be translated from the

transliteration. In all variants,  FO excluded, the frst word transliterated is  bank. This is in

adequacy with the visual  depiction of  the poster.  The following  words transliterated  are

procent,  garancia, bezpieczenstia (FO excluded).  Translated  from Polish,  these  mean

percentage – guarantee –  security.  The remaining transliterated meaningful  words are

vivaldi (FR excluded) – I (FR excluded) -  sjenoyie. Vivaldi is the name of the banker in The

392 The transliteration of the asterix’s sentences have not been included because they did not contain any type of words
that could hold meaning or be translated.

393 Examples found in DE VORAGINE J. (1348): BNF Français 241, fol. 101v. [21/04/2018]
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b84260044
or DE VORAGINE J. (1382): BL Royal 19 B XVII, f. 109. [21/04/2018]
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=8527
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Witcher and sjenoyie –  sons corresponds to the translation given in the game. Visually the

transliterated words are emphasized through the caricature of the banker, the amount of keys

he possesses and the gold bars that remain in the background. The Glagolitic script is angular

and has been transliterated successfully, even if not all words were vectors of meaning.

Poster 4 and 5 have been transliterated, yet no meaning has been found. This is in part due to

inexistent letters in the Glagolitic alphabet being included, as well as the use of calligraphic

embellishments which have rendered the transliteration difcult.

The use of the Glagolitic alphabet serves as a vector of a larger Slavic national identity, which

is emphasized by the transliterated words in Polish. The use of Polish transliterated words

serves a double purpose. The frst is the inclusion of the text as an Easter egg, a way for the

game designers to reward curious Polish-speaking players. The second is to give the world of

The Witcher a geographical identity within the genre of Medieval-Fantasy games.

To conclude,  the Glagolitic script in  The Witcher is used as the  IG vector of  Christianity

through the Order of the Flaming Rose. When used in signs it conforms to a homogeneous

scriptural  utilisation that can be attested  in the Glagolitic historical  timeline,  whilst the

posters are vectors of the players’ contemporary culture and thus have taken the liberty of

freely adapting the Glagolitic script through embellishments and unknown ligatures.  The

images depicted in the posters mirror the transliterated and translated meaning, they serve to

emphasize  the  cultural  knowledge  of  the  player  through  medieval  and  contemporary

references.

There are various similarities between the Glagolitic alphabet and the Runes, such as the use

of cryptography, their possible use as magic markers and amulets,394 or their use in digraphic

societies. Their use in the game difer substantially, however. Runes are a marker of pagan

knowledge and mystery, whilst the Glagolitic alphabet serves as a textual enlightenment for

the NPCs concerned, thus referencing Cyril’s desire when leaving for his mission to Moravia.

Runes appear only once in the game, yet the Glagolitic alphabet can be seen constantly whilst

meandering through  Vizima. The two alphabets are clearly opposed in every possible way.

Their inclusion and utilisation in the game correspond partly to their medieval  use,  and

partly to the expected, stereotyped use of the alphabets through a contemporary prism.

394 Interestingly,  both  alphabets  appear  in  Hrabanus’  De  inventione  linguarum as  magic  markers, as  seen  in
VERKHOLANTSEV J. (2010): p. 256 and CHRISTIE E. (2011): p. 168.

100



II. THE URBAN VISION  

The urban and architectural components in The Witcher are part of the setting of the game.

Taking into account the fact that the player must necessarily go through all the boroughs in

the game in order to complete the story, the urban element is constantly present and thus

serves as a vector of historicity. The city and its architecture become part of the narrative by

being the setting of the quests the player must accomplish. Concerning The Witcher’s use of

medieval elements inside the city, the analysis tries to answer questions which might arise

from the topics of architectural medieval trends and medieval urban development. 

Furthermore,  an analysis of  the narrative inside the city allows us to understand to what

extent the city is influenced by the narration of  the story and if  it eventually becomes an

actant395 the player can use to understand from another point of view the events depicted in

the game. The concept of architectural narratives in video games has been studied by media

academic Henry Jenkins, especially in his article Game Design as Narrative Architecture.396 He

points out that games are never reduced to simple story-telling397 and that  environmental

storytelling appears in at least 4 diferent ways.398 His environmental storytelling  theory has

been adapted by Daniel Reynolds to further discuss epistolary narratives in games and how

they appear to control the player and the way the narration unfolds.399 In this dissertation, the

focus is on Jenkin’s theory that “spatial stories can evoke pre-existing narrative associations

[and] […] they may embed narrative information within their mise-en-scene.”400 In doing so,

the analysis in this dissertation concentrates on possible foreboding narrative clues inserted

within the urban landscape. Reynolds points out that locations are not only a “spatialization

of information […] but also a materialized form of character development.”401 This links urban

space to the character of the hero and the story he is part of. As such, it is possible to discern

inside the environmental narrative between contemporary modal perspectives embodied by

the hero in a medieval urban setting or medieval urban historia as an influencer on the hero.

395 As seen in BAUDRILLARD J. (1994): Simulation and Simulacra., University of Michigan Press, Michigan.
396 JENKINS H. (2004): Game Design as Narrative Architecture.,  in WARDRIP-FRUIN N. & HARRIGAN P. (eds.): First

Person: New media as story, performance and game, MIT Press, Cambridge, 118-130 pp.
397 JENKINS H. (2004): p. 120.
398 JENKINS H. (2004): p. 122.
399 REYNOLDS D. (2014): Letters and the unseen woman: Epistolary architecture in three recent video games., in Film

Quarterly, Vol.68, Num.1, University of California Press, Oakland, 48-60 pp. 
400 JENKINS H. (2004): Ibid.
401 REYNOLDS D. (2014): p. 51.

101



The urban outreach in The Witcher is, unlike other medieval-fantasy games, limited to the

city of  Vizima and its surrounding boroughs. By understanding the composition of the city

and by extension, the other urban locations visited in  The Witcher,  it becomes clear that

Vizima conforms to the medieval triple urban partition found in the later Middle Ages.402

According to the economist Yves Barel, the introduction of  the feudal system in medieval

cities created 3 urban markers they would revolve upon: the religious, the seigniorial and the

economic.403 In addition to understanding the role inside the city of certain select buildings,

other types of constructions, such as the city walls and port, are taken into account in order to

understand if they function as individual markers of meaning or if they remain closely tied to

the city of Vizima both in the NPCs’ use and in The Witcher’s narrative scheme.

In Act 1, a peasant militia is present in the village surrounding the city, which functions as a

seigniorial marker if we take into account Jacques Le Gof’s division of the medieval city into 3

not only urban markers, but into 3 social statuses and ideologies: “ceux quui combattent, ceux

quui prient et ceux quui travaillent.”404 Since the boroughs function as the introduction to the

economical  and  religious  system  present  in  the  game,  analysing  the  boroughs  from  a

comparative point of view with the city of Vizima, had it been included, would have served as

a comparative analysis of the urban system in The Witcher. The 3 markers upon which the

cities  revolve  around  are  found  in  the  boroughs  too,  although  they  are  extensively

disseminated.  This disposition creates various nuclei  of  urban markers,  unlike the city of

Vizima where urban markers evolve and grow around another central urban marker. In the

boroughs,  the urban markers serve as quest locations,  which is  an attribute that can be

extended to the city of  Vizima. This marks the end of the similitude between the boroughs

surrounding the city and the city in the game.

The subsequent analysis concentrates on the city and takes into account the main quarter

visited during the game, the Temple quuarter. The previous chapter has shown that Glagolitic

was a vector of  a national  identity.  An analysis  of  the architecture of  the buildings that

represent the urban markers is a means to understand if this vector is present from an urban

point of view too.

402 CHEDEVILLE A., LE GOFF J. (1980): La ville en France au Moyen Âge., Editions du Seuil, Paris, p. 71.
403 BAREL Y.  (1975):  La  ville  médiévale.  Système  social.  Système  urbain.,  Presses  Universitaires  de  Grenoble,

Grenoble, p. 3.
404 CHEDEVILLE A., LE GOFF J. (1980): Ibid.
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1. Vizima – The triple division in the Temple quarter  

Cities during the high Middle Ages do not have a specifc identity.  In medieval  Northern

France, for example, cities are often villages that have evolved from their previous Roman

castrum  disposition405 according  to  their  population’s  needs.  These  villages  revolved

exclusively around a castle, a monastery or a church, thus becoming identifed according to

the type of urban marker present in the village. However, specifc examples have shown that a

village was able to include a castle and a religious establishment at the same time in its urban

disposition,406 and thus, was not relegated to a single urban marker. The use of bulwarks as a

defensive measure for cities becomes common during the 12th century, is further developed

during the 13th and reaches its pinnacle during the 14th. The development of bulwarks creates

an image in which, cities in the 13th and 14th centuries, presumptively, appear to be closed of

from their surrounding boroughs, which is not the case from an economical and cultural

point  of  view.407 The  external  visual  image  given  by  the  village  or  developing  urban

community therefore depends on the century.

The internal visual image of the city is created by the introduction of the feudal system within

an urban landscape.  The medieval  city  constructs  itself  around  specifc symbolic  urban

markers, such as castles or markets.408 The main actors inside the exchange of services and

merchandise from a feudal-vassal angle created an inherent type of link with the city in which

it  would  evolve  around  3  central  themes:  the  political,  revolving  around  the  castle;  the

religious, revolving around a monastery or a church; and the economical, revolving around a

market. These themes contributed to create a natural and expected division of the city. At the

beginning of the Middle Ages, the most common type of division is called the double division

or  the  separated  city.  This  division  consists  on  the  apposition  of  an  economical  urban

marker409 to  an already pre-existing  and  symbolised  city,  either politically  or  religiously.

Furthermore, the apposition is visually divided in that the new marker is often placed at the

opposite end of  the previous urban marker.  It is during the 12 th century that the city will

405 DENIAUX E. (2006): Les villes Romaines et les origines des villes normandes., in BOUET P., NEVEUX F. (eds.): Les
villes normandes au Moyen Âge, Presses Universitaires de Caen, Caen, p. 21.

406 NEVEUX F. (2006): La constitution d’un réseau urbain en Normandie., in BOUET P., NEVEUX F. (eds.): p. 46.
407 BECK B. (2006): Les villes Normandes au Moyen Âge: de la ville réelle à la ville rêvée., in BOUET P., NEVEUX F.

(eds.): p. 339.
408 BAREL Y.  (1975):  La  ville  médiévale.  Système  social.  Système  urbain.,  Presses  Universitaires  de  Grenoble,

Grenoble, p. 3.
409 BAREL Y. (1975): p. 56.
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evolve in order to be able to contain within its walls all 3 urban markers, which correspond to

an ideological and social facet.410 The triple division of the city takes place between the 12th

and 14th century. The city becomes poly-centric and therefore has no real centre, whilst all 3

urban markers remain largely independent from one another.411

The division of  the city into 2 or 3 main urban markers creates a double or triple law the

citizens are subject to,  although these laws were not necessarily hierarchically organised.

Citizens  from the  same social  standing,  if  they  pertained  to  diferent  classes  that  were

attributed to specifc markers, would be subject to their own particular law that resulted from

their status. In other words, if a monk and a warrior were to quarrel, they would be subject to

the city’s regulatory law as well as their own statuary law imposed by their profession or status

in the city.412

However, in The Witcher, all the citizens of the fctitious city of Vizima are subject to the law

of the reigning Burgomeister, an extension of the king’s power. This does not conform to the

type of regency that appeared inside the cities during the Middle Ages. Notwithstanding, the

fact that  Geralt is a witcher and subject to his own code forces the double law into action,

even if artifcially. At one point during Act 2, Geralt interrupts an ongoing investigation and

the head of  the  City Guard warns that should he do that again, he will  go to jail.  At that

moment, it becomes apparent that for the time being his witcher status protects him from the

immediate law of the city. The lack of double or triple law for the citizens of  Vizima is only

theoretical, however. In practice, the unique law which is enforced by the City Guard is for all

members of  society, whilst the double law only appears for religious markers of the urban

society, such as the knights of the Order.

In French medieval  cities,  non-assimilated markers of  economical  and religious portrayal

were often found to develop externally from the city’s walls.413 In The Witcher, the violent cult

of  the  Lionhead Spider has its headquarters in the  Vizima’s sewers,  and  Abigail is also a

follower  who lives  in  the  city’s  outskirts.  By  comparison,  the  outlaw group  Salamandra

operates within the city’s walls, because as it appears at the end of the game, they are part of

410 CHEDEVILLE A., LE GOFF J. (1980): La ville en France au Moyen Âge., Editions du Seuil, Paris, p. 71.
411 CHEDEVILLE A., LE GOFF J. (1980): pp. 214-215.
412 DUPUIS-DÉRI F.  (2013):  Démocratie.  Histoire  politique  d’un  mot.  Aux États-Unis  et  en  France.,  Lux Éditeur,

Montréal, pp. 41-42.
413 BAREL Y.  (1975):  La  ville  médiévale.  Système  social.  Système  urbain.,  Presses  Universitaires  de  Grenoble,

Grenoble, p. 62.
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an accepted and strong cult. The citizens of Vizima that have a specifc social status according

to their religious inclining are subject to the medieval double or triple law, whilst  Geralt,

being a witcher, enforces his own law within the city’s walls. The double law does not extend

to members of society that are part of an economical marker in the game.

The city of Vizima has a visible triple partition within its walls that correspond to the Temple,

Trade and Royal quarter. The latter is, however, inaccessible to  Geralt in  The Witcher. The

names of  the quarters in the fctitious city of  Vizima coincide with the three themes the

medieval  city  constructs  itself  around  and  evolves  from,  which  indicates  that  the game

designers have researched how medieval cities were being constructed and have included this

historia element into the game. The lack of liberty that arises from the incapacity to freely

travel between the quarters – one remaining closed of completely – is a game design element

that allows to include within each quarter the 3 urban markers previously explained.

Vizima's triple quarter partition.

In Vizima’s Temple quuarter, the central urban marker is the religious one, which is the temple

converted into a hospital. Around the temple are various economical urban markers, such as

an inn, a market and houses where Geralt can trade his goods. The amount of economical

markers is abundant and topples the main and centric religious marker. The question that

arises is why do economical markers overbear the religious marker in the Temple quuarter?414 Is

the quarter exclusively constructed around the temple? Vizima takes from the construction of

medieval cities the placement and disposition of the economical markers around the main

urban  marker,  even  though  its  central,  religious  role  seems  to  have  been  considerably

subdued by the economical  markers surrounding it.  The houses are dispersed  randomly

414 Concerning the apposition of economical markers in an opposite location to the religious marker: BAREL Y. (1975):
p. 56, p. 213.
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around the temple, which demonstrates that the construction took place according to the

necessities of  the city and were not subject to an urban scheme of  construction. They are

structured around the markers included within the quarter. The quarter is clearly structured

around 2 economical markers, the inn and the market, the temple, as well as the prison which

represents the seigniorial marker. The way the Temple quuarter has been constructed shows

that research has been done to understand what the main markers of  urban development

inside  a  city  were.  The  triple  partition  in  the  Temple  quuarter corresponds  to  medieval

equivalent city partitions.

Map of the Temple quarter in Vizima.

Colour Type of marker

Economical

Religious

Seigniorial

The architectural  styles that appeared during the Middle Ages are temporal  and political

markers of  design in history,  which are not destitute of  geographical  symbolism. Stylistic

rules could be modifed according to the place of construction or to the materials available in

the  region.  3  main  stylistic  currents  appear  in  the  Middle  Ages  in  Europe,  the  pre-
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Romanesque,  the  Romanesque  and  the  Gothic.  The  pre-Romanesque  architectural  style

includes  the  Merovingian style,415 the  Carolingian  style416 and  the  Ottonian  style.417

Geographically defned architectural styles from the same timeline are the Mozarabic, Slavic

or Wisigoth. According to the timeline of The Witcher, all 3 main architectural styles could be

used in the city of Vizima. In order to understand to what extent these currents are part of the

city in The Witcher, the analysis concentrates on the central marker in the Temple quuarter.

At  frst  glance,  the temple in  the middle of  the  Temple  quuarter is  inspired  by the pre-

Romanesque Cistercian style mixed with elements of Romanesque architecture. The former

style must conform to the ideal of the Order of Cîteaux,418 which requires the churches to be

light  coloured  and  austere.  The  Cistercian  building  is  practical  and  muted,  embodying

medieval minimalism. In a Cistercian construction, the stained glass is not to be coloured,419

the portal cannot contain any fgurative decorations420 and the exterior of the building is not

to be excessively surrounded by towers.421 This type of construction was prominent in the 12th

century, yet becomes modifed in the 13th century to make it more similar to the Gothic style.

By opposition, the Romanesque architecture, in a desire to break away from the Byzantine

visual codes, replaces the columns by pillars, elevates the building from a 2-story building to a

3 or 4-story and adds thick walls in places which were previously bare.422 

The size of the temple in the city of  Vizima cannot be readily appreciated from the exterior.

There  are  clearly  2  levels  depicted  which  can  be  inferred  from  the  line  that  separates

horizontally the building, however, the middle tower rises above the towers on the left and

right, which in turn rise above the separating line. The temple depicts ambiguously either a 2

or 3-story building from the exterior.  The building is,  however,  indeed a 3-story temple,

making  the  architectural  style  it  is  inspired  from  no  longer  pre-Romanesque,  but

Romanesque. The colour of the materials used, as well as the lack of coloured stained glass for

the central element indicates that the style is possibly pre-Romanesque. The exterior of the

temple allies both the pre-Romanesque and the Romanesque architectural currents.

415 BARDIÈS-FRONTY I.,  DENOËL C. &  VILLELA-PETIT I. (2016): Les Temps mérovingiens: Trois siècles d'art et de
culture (451-751)., RMN, Paris.

416 HINKS R. (1974): Carolingian Art., University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor.
417 KITZINGER E. (1963): Early Medieval Art at the British Museum., 2nd Ed., British Museum, London.
418 ADAM E. (1965): L’architecture Médiévale. Tome 2., Petite Bibliothèque Payot, Paris, p. 34.
419 ADAM E. (1965): pp. 34-35.
420 ADAM E. (1965): Ibid.
421 ADAM E. (1965): Ibid.
422 OURSEL R. (1964): Univers roman., Office du Livre, Fribourg, p. 128.
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Image depicting the exterior of the temple of Vizima in the Temple quarter.
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The interior of the temple shows 3 diferent levels which correspond to the perceived exterior,

the  round  arches  inside  translate  a  Romanesque  architecture.423 The  stained  glass  is

embedded in round arches too, which continues and emphasises the main architectural style

being depicted. The statue in the far centre of the temple is tall and elongated, which is more

suited to the Gothic architectural  style.  The room in the top corner on the left contains

stained glass windows that are Gothic in their form too, with evident pointed arches.424 The

inside cannot be said to imitate what is seen from the exterior. As seen in the following fgure,

the top part is cut of and considerably diminished, almost by half of its initial disposition.

The building from the exterior closely parallels early Romanesque churches in its simplicity,

such as the church of Thoronet. The interior plan of the temple in Vizima is similar to the

Romanesque building architecture, and the room on the left excluded, corresponds to evident

Romanesque buildings, such as the church of San Vicente in Catalonia.425

423 OURSEL R. (1964): Univers roman., Office du Livre, Fribourg, p. 49.
424 FLETCHER B. (2001): A History of Architecture on the Comparative Method., Elsevier, Amsterdam.
425 RADDING C. & CLARK W. (1994): Medieval Architecture, Medieval Learning: Builders and Masters in the Age of

Romanesque and Gothic., Yale University Press, New Haven, pp. 12-13.
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To understand to what extent the main urban marker of  the  Temple  quuarter serves as a

narrative device used by the game according to Jenkin’s environmental storytelling426 theory,

the religious urban marker, the temple, must be understood as a symbol that defnes the

Temple quuarter not only in name, but also defnes the game’s narrative. From a narrative point

of  view,  the player is introduced to obvious political and religious tensions right from the

beginning of Act 2. By questing around the city, the player develops an understanding of the

urbanisation of  Vizima. The city acts as a tool for the narration of the game whilst avoiding

being a simple background, because the main urban markers are visual symbols that allow

the player to infer meaning from.

As an example, temples and statues were constructed in Vizima and in the outskirts in efgy

of  the multiple Gods that are part of  The Witcher lore.  By opposition,  the  Order  of  the

Flaming Rose erects churches which will  then be controlled  by Christian fgures such as

Reverends.  The architecture,  the very nature of  the building,  then,  is a symbol  that can

explain the story of the game. In the Temple quuarter, the main religious marker is the temple,

whilst the Order of the Flaming Rose has a guard-post the knights can retreat to which is close

to the cemetery. With the advent of Christianity, cemeteries became included within the city’s

walls.427 The guard-post represents a marker of  Christianity not because of  the building’s

initial intended use, but rather, because of its location right next to the cemetery and because

of the status of the people that congregate there. A historical association is made between

Christianity  and  the  cemetery  within  the  city’s  walls.  Furthermore,  the  temple  being

converted into a hospital  is  a historical  event,  yet it also demonstrates the  Order  of  the

Flaming Rose’s growing hold on the city, which is demonstrated in the fnal Act. The temple

cannot act as a religious place any more, it is stripped away from its intended use by the

Order. Nurses can be seen praying to the Goddess Melitele, but do not seem to actively try to

preach the religion, unlike the  knights of  the  Order.  It appears that the location of  urban

markers allows to understand how the city of Vizima was constructed initially. The cemetery

being at the opposite end of the Temple quuarter yet next to the Order’s guard-post indicates

that it was surely a Christian apposition into the city. The conversion of the temple into a

hospital is a historical element that is used as a narrative tool.

426 JENKINS H. (2004): Game Design as Narrative Architecture.,  in WARDRIP-FRUIN N. & HARRIGAN P. (eds.): First
Person: New media as story, performance and game, MIT Press, Cambridge, p. 122.

427 BECK B. (2006): Les villes Normandes au Moyen Âge: de la ville réelle à la ville rêvée., in BOUET P., NEVEUX F.
(eds.): Les villes normandes au Moyen Âge, Presses Universitaires de Caen, Caen, pp. 338-339.
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Conclusion
The  Witcher uses  specifc  game design  tools  that  allow  for  elements  of  the  past  to  be

transformed and transposed into a digitally recreated world whilst retaining part of  their

medieval  symbolism.  The world borrows elements from various eras in order to create a

unique world where referencing can take place rapidly. These game design tools afect the

player’s understanding of the past according to their historical knowledge, and thus serve to

translate a vision of  the historical elements that is specifc to the world portrayed in  The

Witcher.  The emotions of  the player are played upon in order to attract their attention to

specifc historical elements in the setting of the game. Furthermore, the use of a semi-linear

narrative enhances the liberty given to the player to explore the diferent levels of the game as

they see ft, thus allowing key visuals,428 such as houses or bulwarks, to symbolise historical

markers in the environmental storytelling429 that takes place in the game.

The hero and the quests the hero must accomplish are a careful blend between medieval

origins and 19th century literary influences, with 21st century morals disseminated in varying

degrees throughout the story.  Geralt’s story is an epic that has taken specifc elements of

medieval  texts,  such as the moral  code of  the warrior and knight,  and has adapted  the

narrative arc to include the main tangents of each literary genre it was inspired from. These

literary genres influence the hero’s morals, attitude and outlook on quests. The three diferent

types of quests that are included in the game and that have medieval origins are narrative

tools that allow the player to personify  Geralt according to their  will  inside a set zone of

action permitted by the game. The diferent types of quests cannot all be precisely quantifed

and  the  importance  completing  these  diferent  types  of  quests  has  on  the  game varies

according to the player’s playstyle; however, they are all recurrent throughout the game and

the trilogy.

The linguistic and urban elements found in the game correspond with striking accuracy to

their use in the Middle Ages and have been adapted to serve the narrative element in the

game. Research has been done regarding the alphabets used in the game in order to allow

curious players to be rewarded by transliterated words that are vectors of meaning in Polish.

428 STAMENKOVIĆ D.,  JAĆEVIĆ M. & WILDFEUER J. (2017): The Persuasive Aims of Metal Gear Solid: A Discourse
Theoretical Approach to the Study of Argumentation in Video Games.,  in Discourse, Context & Media, Num.15,
Elsevier, Amsterdam, p. 30.

429 JENKINS H. (2004): Game Design as Narrative Architecture.,  in WARDRIP-FRUIN N. & HARRIGAN P. (eds.): First
Person: New media as story, performance and game, MIT Press, Cambridge, p. 122.
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Furthermore, research has also been done on linguistic cyphers used in the Middle Ages for

the Runic alphabet. This implies a desire from the game designers to not only reward curious

players, but to establish a sense of  historical  accuracy in the game. Historical  accuracy is

sometimes  modifed  in  order  to  allow  cultural  and  historical  knowledge  to  be  rapidly

understood, as is the case with the Glagolitic posters. The urbanisation of the city of Vizima

corresponds to medieval equivalents in the 13th century in Europe. The adaptation of medieval

elements serves to facilitate the introduction of the player in the world of  The Witcher that

merges  historia and  argumenta.  In addition,  the urban elements of  the game serve as a

narrative tool by themselves which reward the player that has historical knowledge of  the

Middle Ages.

The Witcher allies history and game design, literature and urbanisation in a manner that

allows the historian to recognise specifc medieval elements in a contemporary context and

the player to feel like they are being part of a world that, although fantastic, has evident roots

to a medieval tradition and culture. The Witcher presents an overview of the expected tropes

of  the  Middle  Ages  in  Medieval-Fantasy  games,  whilst  retaining  unique  elements  that

emphasise the location of the creation of the game, such as the use of the Glagolitic.

This  dissertation analysed  the frst  game in  the trilogy in  order to understand how the

historia and argumenta medieval elements work together in the game to give the image of a

plausible,  digital medieval  world. The answer lies in the use of  historia elements in their

stereotyped,  21st century  image.  Their  use  must  correspond  partly  to  their  medieval

equivalent, as is the case for the initial image of the hero or the Runic cyphers. When the

historia element is modifed to become an argumenta element, it must become vector of a

larger cultural component than its inherent historical attribute, such as the Glagolitic posters.

The  sole  use  of  argumenta would  not  be  enough  to  render  the  world  of  The  Witcher

historically plausible,  nor vector of  historically accurate knowledge for the players.430 The

similitude yielded in the heroic ideals is a use of select medieval texts in order to emphasise

the European cultural tradition of  Medieval-Fantasy RPGs.431 In order to create a plausible

digitally medieval environment like in The Witcher,  historia and argumenta elements must

converge in the direction of a player’s cultural and historical knowledge.

430 WERTSCH J. (2000): Is it possible to teach beliefs, as well as knowledge about history?, in STEARNS P., SEIXAS P., &
WINEBERG S. (eds.):  Teaching and learning history: National and international  perspectives.,  NYU Press,  New
York, 38-50 pp.

431 LUCAS R. (2014): L’Histoire du RPG. Passés, présents et futurs., Pix’n Love, Toulouse, p. 202.
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The diferent subjects studied in this dissertation are possible to be expanded in a variety of

ways depending on the feld chosen. A comparative analysis of the groundwork done in the

present dissertation with  The Witcher 2 and  The Witcher 3 is a means to understand the

extent to which the historia and argumenta elements are being used in the trilogy. This allows

for a general vision to be had on these particular games that benefts global research in terms

of understanding how Medieval-Fantasy RPGs evolve as sagas.

From a literary, game design and psychological angle, the structure of the narration inside the

game can be studied to understand how The Witcher conforms to known narrative schemes,

and how these afect the player’s responses to IG cues. It is a way to understand when the

player reacts to literary cues and how to implement them more efciently. The theological

aspect  present  in  the  game  through  visual  cues,  such  as  NPCs  or  the  architecture,  is

substantial and warrants a specifc research. For example, seeing if the Order of the Flaming

Rose is similar to the medieval  Templars not only in stereotyped appearance but also in

religious matters is a way to understand a possible latent, hidden meaning in the game.
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Glossary

AAA

A high-budget game, usually millions of dollars, with a large development team.

Boss

A strong enemy that usually requires specifc tactics in order to eliminate. A boss usually

appears at the end of a level to signify a level change.

Cinematic/ cutscene

A video which provides detail  and exposition to the story.  These videos,  usually in much

higher graphical resolution and detail than the basic game, are used extensively in RPGs to

move the story forward.

Culture-centric game

A game which concentrates on a real aspect of history or tradition from a specifc country.

Dialogue tree

Found primarily in adventure games, a means of providing a menu of dialogue choices to the

player when interacting with an NPC so as to learn more from that character, influence the

character's actions, and otherwise progress the game's story. 

Downloadable content (DLC)

Additional content for a video game that is acquired through digital  download and often

requiring additional purchase.

Game mechanics

Mechanics are rules or methods designed for interaction with the game state, thus providing

gameplay.  Examples of  game mechanics include points,  turns,  as well  as a game's direct

reaction on the player's input.

Gameplay

Gameplay is the pattern defned through the game rules, the connection between the player

and the game, for example, challenges and overcoming them.

114



In-game (IG)

Elements that pertain to the fctional world of the game.

Level

A stage in a game. Level may also represent experience levels or difculty levels, depending on

the context.

Non-player character (NPC)

A computer controlled character.

Non-linear (narration)

The quests in the game do not necessarily need to follow a strict order. Players are allowed to

complete the quests in any order they like. Secondary quests are sometimes available from the

get-go, main quests may be subject to completion of other main quests before unlocking.

Open world

Another  term  for  a  sandbox  game.  Once  the  game  starts  and  the  mandatory  opening

sequences are played through, the game is wide open. There are no restrictions on travel or

interactions  with  NPCs  within  the  scope  of  the  entire  game  world  (minus  any  special

locations that are only unlocked/accessible for or during certain quests or events).

Playthrough

The act of playing a game from start to fnish, in one or several sessions.

Quest

A quest is any objective-based activity created in-game for the purpose of  either story or

character level advancement.

Replay value

The ability to play the game again and get the same enjoyment a second time.

Role-playing (RP)

To assume the attitudes, actions, and discourse of  (another),  especially in a make-believe

situation in an efort to understand a difering point of view or social interaction.
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Role-playing video game (RPG)

An RPG is a game where in the human player takes on the role of a specifc character class and

advances  the  skills  and  abilities  of  that  character  within  the  game  environment.  RPG

characters generally have a wide variety of skills and abilities available to them.

Semi-linear (narration)

The  quests  in  the  game  allow  for  secondary  quests,  although  these  are  subject  to  the

completion of  the main quest that allows them to be unlocked. Secondary quests may be

completed in any order according to a specifc time frame, such as a level. Main quests must

usually be followed in a certain order.

Semi-open world

The player character is allowed to roam the world within certain zones, others being cut of

from being walked on because of a lack of quest progression or because the game mechanics

have chosen so.
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Appendices

1. Posters  

List of translations given IG for the posters.

Poster 1: Order of the Flaming Rose – Eternal Fire is our only hope. Wear the silvery armor and fght

for humanity’s good and salvation. We ofer many privileges, including: tax exemptions, an attractive

share of goods taken from terrorists and enemies of humanity, free absolutions performed by high-

ranking priests, training courses.

Poster 2: Into speed and fnesse? Look no further – try the Viroledan mini bastard sword. Featuring

and extended hilt!

Poster 3: Vivaldi and Sons. Cooperative Bank. Keeping your coin safe for the last fve centuries…

Poster 4: Schuttenbach Jewelers. Where every ring is that special ring…

Poster  5: Biberveldt  and  Daughters.  Fine  Apparel.  scarves,  gloves,  wedding  dresses,  trouser

alterations.

Abbreviations for the alphabets used in the transliterations: 

VR: VALEC-REBIĆ M.  (2013):  Glagoljica  za  osnovce.  Pripručnik  za  voditelje  glagoljaških  skupina.,

Ljevak, Zagreb, p. 29

DU: DURET C. (1619): Thresor de l'histoire des langues de cest univers: contenant les origines, beautés,

perfections, décadences, mutations, changemens, conversions et ruines des langues, Matth. Berjon,

Cologny, p. 733, p. 739-741.

FR: FRITZ J.  (1743):  Neu eröfnetes in hundert Sprachen bestehendes A.b.c.  Buch, oder gründliche

Anweisung,  in  welcher  der  zarten  Jugend  nicht  allein  in  der  teutsch,  lateinisch,  französisch,

italiänischen, etc. sondern auch zu denen meisten orientalischen Sprachen, deren Erkänntniß und

Aussprache in kurtzer Zeit zu lernen, ein leichter Weg gezeiget wird, Geßner, Leipzig, p. 64-65

FO: FOURNIER P. (1766): Manuel typographique, utile aux gens de lettres, & a ceux qui exercent les

diférentes parties de l’Art de l’Imprimerie, Tome II, Chez l’auteur, Paris, p. 226

SL: SLOVINAC J. (Georges d'Esclavonie)(around 1400): Alphabet in VALEC-REBIĆ M. (2013):  Glagoljica

za osnovce. Pripručnik za voditelje glagoljaških skupina, Ljevak, Zagreb, p. 31

117



Poster 1: Knight of the order of the flaming rose.
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Poster 2: Knight advertisement.
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Poster 3: Bank advertisement.
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Poster 4: Jewellery advertisement.
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Poster 5: Clothing advertisement.



List of transliterations:

The sign /*/ following a letter indicates that it is a possible variant, although the similitude

between the letter found in the alphabet and the visual representation in the game is possibly

subjective. The sign /#/ indicates that the letter does not appear in the alphabet used for the

transliteration. Bold lettering indicates that the text holds meaning in the game.

For poster number 4, because the text is repetitive, it has been separated into 3 coloured parts

as seen in the following image:
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Poster 
number

VR DU FR FO SL

1 z.a.k*.o.n - 
m.n.z.g/j. -
n.h.a*.#.b

z.a.k.o.n -
m.n.z.je -
n.go.a*.ye.b

z.a.k.o.n -
m.n.z.je -
n.#.a*.ye.b

#.a.#.o.n -
#.n.#.y -
n.z.a*.ye.b

z.a.k.o.n -
m.n.z.je -
n.#.a*.ye.b

2 z.g.l.k.s.f.i.l.i.o -
z.b.r.o? - 
m.i.s.t.r.z -
z.a.ovo*/u*.l.e.k 
- z.e.l.a.z.n.je -
o - t.je.m - 
t.je.o.p - op*432 - 
p.z.o

tz.g*.l*.l.s*.ph.i
.l.i.o - tz.b.r.
o*?- #.#.s*.t.r.
tz - tz.a.ou.l*.e.
# - tz.e.l*.a.tz.n.
# - # - t.#.# - 
t.#.#.p - i* - 
p.tz.o

z.g*.l.k.s*.ph.j
.l.j.o – z.b.r.
o*? - #.#.s*.t.r.
z – z.a.u*.l*.e.
k* - z.e.l*.a.z.
n.ji* - t* - t.
ji*.# - t.ji*.t*.p
- # - p.z.o*

d*.g.l.#.s*.f.i.l
.i.o – d*.b.r.
o* - #.#.s*.t.r.
d* - d*.a.#.l.#.
# - d*.#.l.a.d*.
n.ya - # - t.ya.
# - t.ya.#.p - # 
- p.d*.o

z.h*.l.k.s.f.i.l.i
.o – z.b.r.o*?-
#.#.s.t.r.z - 
z.a.u*.l*.e.# - 
z.e.l*.a.z.n.je
- # - t.je.# - 
t.je.#.p – je* - 
p.z.o*

3 b.a.n.k* - 
i.je/ja.s.o.k.i.e - 
p.r.o.c.e.n.t.je/j
a - g.y.a.r.a.n.c.
je.a - b.e.z.p.i.
e.c.z.e.n.s.t.i.a -
v.i.v.a.l.d.i - i - 
s.je/ja.n.o.y.i.e 
- h.s.je.je.
g.u.o.e.p.y - 
m.#.y.e.r.t.je/ja.
z.c.f.s - g.s.d.u.e.
y.d.g.h.je.je/ja

b.a.n.k* - #.#.
s*.o.k.i.e - p.r.
o.c.e.n.t*.# - 
g.#.a.r.a.n.c.i.a
- b.e.d*.p.i.e.c.
d*.e.n.s*.t*.#.a
- v.i.v.a.l*.d.i
- i - s*.#.n.o.#.
i.e. - #.s*.i.i.#.
ou.o.e.p.# - 
m*.i*.#.e.r.t*.#.
d*.c.f.s* - #.s*.
d.ou.e.#.d.g.#.
i.#

b.a.n.k* - o.ji.
s*.o.k*.j.e - p.
r.o.c.e.n.t.ji -
g*.o.a.r.a.n.c.
i.a - b.e.z.p.j.
e.c.z.e.n.s*.t.
o.a - v.j.v.a.l.
#.i - j - s*.ji.n.
o.o.j.e - s*.s*.
i.i.s*.#.o.e.p.o 
- m*.b.o.e.r.t.
ji.z.c.f.s* - 
s*.s*.#.#.e.o.#.
g.s.j.ji

b.a.n.# - o.ya*.
S*.o.#.i.# - p.r.
o.cz.#.n.t.ya -
g*.o.a.r.a.n.c
z.y.a - b.#.d*.
p.i.#.cz.d*.#.n.
s*.t.o.a - v.i.v.
a.l.d.i - i - s*.
ya.n.o.o.i.# - 
z*.s*.y.y.z*.#.
o.#.p.o - m*.
ye*.o.#.r.t.ya.
d*.cz.f*.s* - 
z*.s*.d.#.#.o.d
.g*.z*.y.ya

b.a.n.k* - o.
je.s.o.k.i.e - p.
r.o.ci.e.n.t.je 
- g*.o.a.r.a.n.
ci.je.a - b.e.
d*.p.i.e.ci.d*.
e.n.s.t.o.a - v.
i.v.a.l.d.i - i - 
s.je.n.o.o.i.e 
- h*.s.je.je.h*.
u.o.e.p.o - m.
je.o.e.r.t.je.d*.
ci.f.s - h*.s.d.
u.e.o.d.g.h*.je.
je

4 Orange:
z.l.#.#.#.e
White:
#.je/ja.r.#.b.je/
ja.z.l.#
Blue:
t*.n.#.c.z.e - d.l.a
- e.a.z

Orange:
#.l.#.i.#.e
White:
i.#.r.#.b.#.#.l.#
Blue:
t*.n.#.c.#.e -
d.l.a - e.a.tz*

Orange:
z.l.#.#.#.#
White:
#.ja.r.#.b.ja.z.l.
#
Blue:
#.n.#.c.z.# -
d.l.a - #.a.z

Orange:
ya.l.#.#.#.#
White:
#.ya*.r.#.b*.ya
*.z*.l.#
Blue:
#.n.#.cz.ya*.# 
- #.l.a* - #.a.#

Orange:
z*.l.#.#.#.e
White:
#.#.r.#.b.#z*.l.
#
Blue:
#.n.#.c.z*.e - 
d*.l.a - e.a.#

5 f.n.#.a.#.#.# -
t*.#.#.f.#.#.#.# 

ph.n.i*.a.#.#.#
- #.#.#.ph.k*.
#.i*.#

ph.n*.b*.a.#.#
.d* - t*.#.zh*.
ph.k*.#.#.#

f*.n*.ye*.a.#.#
.# - t*.#.#.f*.
#.u*.#.#

f.n.je*.a.#.#.#.
- t*.#.#.f.k*.
#.#.#

432 The character is a mixture between O and P, creating the abbreviated ligature form OP. This ligature does not
appear in the sources that list the Glagolitic ligatures.
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2. Signs  

Textual representation Translation Transliteration

Hairy Bear Inn VR: Ju.i.n.a.g/j.m.ę - p*.#.k.g/j
DU: Ia.i*.n.a.y.#.ę - p.#.g/c.y
FR: #.i.n*.a.i.m*.ę - p.o.ch.i
FO: yu.i.n*.a.y.m*.ę - p*.#.h/g.y
SL: jou.i.n.a.ge.m.ę - p.#.k.ge

Kalkenstein, 
Master of Alchemy
- Wanted: 
Individual handy 
with a sword -
Inquire within

VR: Ju.i.n.a.g/j.m.ę - p*.*.k.g/j
DU: Ia.i*.n.a.y.#.ę - p.#.g/c.y
FR: #.i.n*.a.i.m*.ę - p.o.ch.i
FO: yu.i.n*.a.y.m*.ę - p*.#.h/g.y
SL: jou.i.n.a.ge.m.ę - p.#.k.ge

Textual + Visual Translation Transliteration

St.Lebioda’s 
Hospital

VR: n.a - s.p.r.z.e.d.z
DU: n.a - s.p.r.tz*.e.d.tz*
FR: n.a - s.p.r.ji.#.d.ji
FO: n*.a - s.p*.r.ji.#.l.ji
SL: n.a - s.p.r.z*.e.d*.z*

Cemetery VR: n.a - s.p.r.z.e.d.z
DU: n.a - s.p.r.tz*.e.d.tz*
FR: n.a - s.p.r.ji.#.d.ji
FO: n*.a - s.p*.r.ji.#.l.ji
SL: n.a - s.p.r.z*.e.d*.z*
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City dungeon VR: n.a.r.a.k.o.r.t
DU: n.a.r.a.k.o.r.t
FR: n.a.r.a.#.o.r.t
FO: n.a.r.a.#.o.r.t
SL: n.a.r.a.k.o.r.t

Raymond 
Maarloeve, P.I.

VR: d.e.t.e.k.t.je/ja.o
DU: d.e.t.e.k.t.#.#
FR: d.#.t.#.k.t.#.#
FO: l*.#.t.#.h*/g*.t.#.#
SL: d*.e.t.e.k.t.#.#

Visual representation Translation

Marketplace

Gravedigger

Armorer of the 
Order - 
Blacksmith
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