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1. Introduction

Shortly after the Notre-Dame de Paris fire in April 2019, video game 
publisher Ubisoft not only donated funds for the church’s restoration 
but also made their game Assassin’s Creed Unity, which features a 
recreation of the cathedral during the French Revolution, available 
for free for a week. It has been rumoured that Ubisoft also provided 
detailed 3D models of Notre-Dame from the game’s development,1 
although this has not been conclusively verified. Nonetheless, this 
anecdote highlights the potential of video games in the preservation 
and experiencing of cultural heritage. At the same time, the damage 
to Notre-Dame underscores the vulnerability of cultural heritage, 
even in the absence of conflict or natural disasters.

Beyond the tangible, intangible cultural heritage (ICH) — also re-
ferred to as living heritage or living culture — faces similar risks and 
equally necessitates preservation and archival solutions. With the 2003 
UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage, the need for multimodal and interactive media to ensure the 
“viability of the [ICH]”2 has become more pressing. Could video 
games fulfill this role?

This chapter will first provide an in-depth exploration of ICH and 
its interplay with video games, followed by an examination of existing 
research on the medium’s potential for ICH representation. The main 
contribution of this chapter is a mapping of ICH features within video 

1	 Kumaran Handy, “Bridging the Gap Between Gaming and History: How 
Assassin’s Creed Unity Is Helping Rebuild Notre-Dame”, in: ArtStation, 
8 March 2023.

2	 UNESCO, Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heri-
tage, Paris 2003, art. 2.
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games, aiming to systematically ascertain the role of video games in 
safeguarding intangible cultural heritage. 

2. Video Games as Intangible Cultural Heritage

The recognition of the need to address the loss of ICH is not new. 
UNESCO’s 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage aims “to safeguard the [ICH]; to ensure respect for 
the [ICH] of the communities, groups, and individuals concerned; to 
raise awareness […] of the importance of the [ICH]; and to provide 
for international cooperation and assistance”.3 The Convention de-
fines ICH as “the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, 
skills — as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts, and cultural spaces 
associated therewith — that communities […] recognize as part of their 
cultural heritage”, evident in oral traditions, performing arts, rituals, 
knowledge of nature, and craftsmanship.4 Like cultural heritage sites 
threatened by factors such as anthropogenic changes,5 intangible her-
itage also faces threats to its survival. These include the dwindling 
number of cultural bearers, urban migration of youth, exclusion of 
ICH from formal education, and historically, forced assimilation as a 
result of nation-building.6

Safeguarding measures for ICH span various organizational levels 
and extend into the digital realm. As Alivizatou-Barakou et al. suggest, 
while modern technologies cannot replace human interaction in trans-
mitting ICH, they are vital for dissemination, particularly amongst 
younger generations.7 However, even beyond dissemination, digital 
infrastructure and technologies support a variety of safeguarding tasks. 
As a matter of fact, UNESCO recognises this by including the fostering 

3	 Ibid., art. 1.
4	 Ibid., art. 2.
5	 C. Parker Krieg, Suzie Thomas and Xenia Zeiler, “Heritage Naturecultures”, in: 

C. Parker Krieg and Reetta Toivanen (eds.), Situating Sustainability: A Hand-
book of Contexts and Concepts, Helsinki 2021, pp. 211-222.

6	 Jessika Eichler, “Intangible Cultural Heritage under Pressure? Examining Vul-
nerabilities”, in: ICH Regimes — Minorities, Indigenous Peoples and Refugees, 
ifa (Institut für Auslandsbeziehungen) 2020.

7	 Marilena Alivizatou-Barakou et al., “Intangible Cultural Heritage and New 
Technologies: Challenges and Opportunities for Cultural Preservation and 
Development”, in: Marinos Ioannides, Nadia Magnenat-Thalmann and George 
Papagiannakis (eds.), Mixed Reality and Gamification for Cultural Heritage, 
Cham (Switzerland) 2017, pp. 129-158.
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of technology in the Convention.8 Digital measures include online 
ICH databases such as the Hong Kong Intangible Cultural Heritage 
Database,9 audio and audio-visual documentation,10 motion capture,11 
vocal tract recording,12 social media,13 and online classes14 for trans-
mission and revitalization, just to name a few. While these contribute 
significantly to ICH safeguarding, there is a demand for more holistic 
digital approaches. Before delving into this, however, it is important 
to recognise video games as cultural assets themselves.

This chapter explores the suitability of video games as valuable 
tools for safeguarding ICH. Yet, what is the benefit of this if the games 
themselves, along with the ability to play and experience them, are at 
risk of being lost? Acknowledging the sufficient coverage of this topic 
in this book by other experts, I wish to underscore the significance of 
preserving video games as cultural assets. The status of video games 
as an important manifestation of cultural heritage is unquestionable: 
Zeiler and Thomas emphasise the importance of video games as “repre-
sentations of heritage and cultural identity, but also as a form of heritage 
in their own right”.15 Video games, alongside the culture and commu-
nities they foster, may indeed fall under UNESCO’s definition of in-
tangible cultural heritage.16 Barbier notes that we must consider both 
the “materiality of video games” and the “diversity of practices sur-
rounding them as intangible cultural heritage” in their conservation.17

	 8	 UNESCO (note 2), art. 13c.
	 9	 https://www.hkichdb.gov.hk/en/index.html. Accessed 6 November 2023. 
10	 Nadja Valentinčič Furlan (ed.), Documenting and Presenting Intangible Cul-

tural Heritage on Film, translated by David Limon, Ljubljana 2015.
11	 Davide Picca et al., “Knowledge Organization of the Hong Kong Martial Arts 

Living Archive to Capture and Preserve Intangible Cultural Heritage”, in: 
DH2022 Book of Abstracts, Tokyo 2022.

12	 Kosmas Dimitropoulos et al., “A Multimodal Approach for the Safeguarding 
and Transmission of Intangible Cultural Heritage: The Case of i-Treasures”, 
in: IEEE Intelligent Systems 33.6 (2018), pp. 3-16.

13	 Saifuddin Khalid and Saiful Alam Chowdhury, “Representation of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Bangladesh through Social Media”, in: An International 
Journal of Tourism and Hospitality Research 29.2 (2018), pp. 194-203.

14	 Shiyue Zhang et al., How Can NLP Help Revitalize Endangered Languages? 
A Case Study and Roadmap for the Cherokee Language, arXiv 2022.

15	 Xenia Zeiler and Suzie Thomas, “The Relevance of Researching Video Games 
and Cultural Heritage”, in: International Journal of Heritage Studies 27.3 
(2021), pp. 265-267.

16	 Niklas Nylund et al., “Rethinking Game Heritage — towards Reflexivity in 
Game Preservation”, in: International Journal of Heritage Studies 27.3 (2021), 
pp. 268-280. 

17	 Benjamin Barbier, “The Immaterial Aspects of Video Games: Platforms as 
Preservation Sites for Traces and Communities”, in: Hybrid. Revue Des Arts 
et Médiations Humaines 8 (2022), pp. 1-22.

https://www.hkichdb.gov.hk/en/index.html
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3. Video Games for Intangible Cultural Heritage

The idea to incorporate intangible cultural heritage into video games 
is not entirely new. Several projects have undertaken this mission, 
supported by extensive research, particularly focusing on games as 
tools for heritage education. Notable works and projects on this theme 
will be discussed subsequently.

Majewski underscores the educational potential of video games in 
representing ICH, differentiating between commercial games, which 
enhance product appeal through cultural heritage, and serious games 
that prioritise learning and utility, deeming the latter more apt for 
safeguarding ICH.18 Such games, through procedural re-enactment, 
immerse players in simulated worlds to impart complex cultural sys-
tems and norms. Majewski also highlights the indispensable role of 
community involvement in this game development, given ICH’s intrin-
sic community roots.19 Echoing this, Camuñas-García et al. emphasise 
the potential of video games in cultural heritage education, particu-
larly for youth, recognizing the formative impact of heritage on iden-
tities and values.20 Using a qualitative lens, they outline game features 
facilitating effective cultural education and introduce a framework for 
developing and evaluating such games.

Grammatikopoulou et al. introduce a framework for game-like 
applications incorporating sensorimotor learning. Within the i-Trea-
sures project, this led to seven prototypical educational games show-
casing ICH artefacts like traditional Greek dance and beatbox singing. 
The framework consists of a game design module, which outlines 
scenarios and records motion capture data, and a subsequent game 
application developed from the design module. Evaluations indicate 
that these exergames21 offer a novel, playful approach to understand-
ing, practising, and preserving ICH.22

Laiti et al. explore the potential of game jams, specifically a Sámi 
game jam in 2018, as instruments to revitalise indigenous narratives 

18	 Jakub Majewski, “Playing with Intangible Heritage: Video Game Technology 
and Procedural Re-Enactments”, in: Natsuko Akagawa and Laurajane Smith 
(eds.), Safeguarding Intangible Heritage: Practices and Politics, London  / 
New York 2019.

19	 Majewski (note 18).
20	 Daniel Camuñas-García et al., “Maximizing Engagement with Cultural Her-

itage through Video Games”, in: Sustainability 15.3 (2023), p. 2350.
21	 Portmanteau of “exercise” and “game”. 
22	 Anastasia Grammatikopoulou et al., “An Adaptive Framework for the 

Creation of Exergames for Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) Education”, 
in: Journal of Computers in Education 6 (2019), pp. 417-450.
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and intangible cultural heritage. While participants, comprising mainly 
non-technical Sámi individuals and non-Sámi game developers, crafted 
games centred on Sámi heritage, the study utilised participatory obser-
vation, interviews, and textual analysis to assess the game jams’ effec-
tiveness. The findings highlight game jams as significant avenues for 
empowering indigenous groups and revitalising their heritage. This 
reimagines the perception of Sámi culture from a stagnant “museum 
culture” to a modern context. Notably, games from the jam gained 
the Sámi Parliament’s endorsement for educational use.23

Related to that is LaPensée’s reflection on the creation of the in-
digenous game “When Rivers Were Trails”, offering players insight 
into indigenous experiences in North America during the late 19th 
century, from forced displacement to community relations. Players 
must maintain the overall wellbeing of their player characters by mak-
ing informed choices in a variety of situations and scenarios, succeeding 
in mini-games, and trading with non-player characters (NPCs). Em-
phasising self-determined narratives, the game’s development priori-
tised Indigenous decision-making, with a rigorous iterative process to 
maintain authenticity to the indigenous community’s viewpoints.24

In the realm of serious games, examples for the transmission and 
safeguarding of ICH can be found frequently. However, discerning 
authentic ICH from fiction in commercial games is challenging. Balela 
and Mundy analysed the depiction of tangible and intangible cultural 
assets in Assassin’s Creed I and Unearthed: Trail of Ibn Battuta. Using 
a distinct framework, they examined heritage instances like architec-
ture, character representation, and language use. Their findings provide 
insights into the potential of video games for representing and pro-
moting cultural heritage preservation.25

Video games, ranging from educational to commercial genres, evi-
dently incorporate (intangible) cultural heritage. Emphasising authen-
tic representation and community involvement is crucial to this en-
deavour. As was shown in this literature review, the integration of ICH 
into games, both commercial and non-commercial, sparks the interest 
of researchers and has been analysed and reflected from different view-

23	 Outi Laiti et al., “Sustaining Intangible Heritage through Video Game Story-
telling: The Case of the Sami Game Jam”, in: International Journal of Heritage 
Studies 27.3 (2021), pp. 296-311.

24	 Elizabeth LaPensée, “When Rivers Were Trails: Cultural Expression in an 
Indigenous Video Game”, in: International Journal of Heritage Studies 27.3 
(2021), pp. 281-295.

25	 Majed S. Balela and Darren Mundy, “Analysing Cultural Heritage and Its 
Representation in Video Games”, Proceedings of the 2015 DiGRA Internatio
nal Conference, 2015.
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points. But what, apart from their immersive and engaging nature that 
especially resonates with the youth,26 sets video games apart from 
other ICH-preserving mediums? And why might they be more apt 
for this role? A review on ICH, video games, and their intersection 
paves the way for a mapping of ICH features to characteristics of 
video games in the subsequent section.

3.1 Procedurality and Multimodality 

Information can be communicated in many ways, and the medium 
that is used differs regarding the information that can be conveyed. A 
semiotic mode is something that, simply put, communicates informa-
tion, or rather the combination of modes that express information.27 
When it comes to video games, modes that are available to developers 
include text, image, sound, and haptic feedback, depending on the 
input device.28 

Text has been a fundamental component of video games since the 
1970s, starting with text adventures. In contemporary gaming, its role 
is multifaceted: providing lore through in-world documents like letters 
and diaries, facilitating gameplay via user interfaces such as menus, 
and displaying vital player statistics, including inventory and ammu-
nition. Additionally, text enhances accessibility through subtitles, aid-
ing those with hearing impairments and enabling dialogue translation 
for non-native language speakers. Text facilitates the contextualisation 
of cultural practices, often implemented as a glossary, as seen in Pen-
timent29 and Assassin’s Creed Discovery Tours.30 Lore, through me-
diums like letters and diaries, conveys the nuances of ICH, enriching 
the cultural identity narrative of communities, groups, or individuals 
(see Walden, a game31). 

Sound, as a multimodal element in video games, collaborates with 
other modes to craft specific aesthetics. This mode encompasses 
dynamic music that responds to player actions, static music, sound 

26	 Camuñas-García et al. (note 20).
27	 Kristina Danielsson and Staffan Selander, “Semiotic Modes and Representa-

tions of Knowledge”, in: Multimodal Texts in Disciplinary Education, Cham, 
Switzerland, 2021, pp. 17-23.

28	 Jason Hawreliak, Multimodal Semiotics and Rhetoric in Videogames, London 
2019.

29	 Pentiment, Obsidian Entertainment, Windows, Xbox One and Xbox Series 
X/S, Xbox Game Studios 2022.

30	 Ubisoft Montreal, “Assassin’s Creed Discovery Tour”, Ubisoft, Saint-Mandé 
2018-2021.

31	 Walden, a game, Tracy Fullerton, USC Game Innovation Lab, Microsoft Win-
dows, Mac, PlayStation 4, and Xbox One, USC Games, 2017.
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effects, and speech — each conveying messages uniquely. Speech stands 
out as an interactive and dominant mode, with player-selected dialogue 
often impacting the game’s narrative. Speech, augmented by subtitles, 
serves as a crucial mode in video games for ICH transmission, both as 
a primary vehicle for developing and conveying ICH and as an embod-
iment of ICH itself. Oral traditions, brought to life through interactive 
dialogues, allow players to engage directly with cultural narratives. 
Additionally, sound enriches this experience, with music integral to, 
for example, performance arts, ceremonies, and festivities, as well as 
natural sounds that are intrinsic to or inspire cultural practices, just 
to name a few examples.

In the visual domain of video games, one must differentiate between 
static images, a staple in early genres like point-and-click adventures 
that permit detailed, self-paced, and dynamic images. The latter pre-
dominantly consist of player-controlled animations, crucial for de-
picting motion and interaction. Beyond player input, cinematics (or: 
cutscenes) parallel film and television in narrative development, con-
textualising the game world and advancing the plot. The image mode 
in video games is also characterised by its aesthetic design elements, 
including character art, environmental textures, and props.32 Visual 
communication is pivotal for ICH portrayal in video games, where 
player-controlled animations facilitate direct engagement with cul-
tural expressions. ICH, often partly visual by nature — in the form of 
performances, crafts, festivities, and even oral traditions where my-
thologies and legends can be visually interpreted — are represented 
through these animations. Visuals bring to life the settings, landscapes, 
and objects integral to cultural practices, while still images (for exam-
ple, within in-game glossaries) can provide authentic depictions of 
real-life cultural artefacts and activities.

Haptic feedback, proprioception, and gesture represent a mode 
largely unique to video games, encapsulating tactile stimuli that simu-
late the physicality of objects and actions. This mode extends beyond 
basic button-based controllers to include vibrating feedback devices 
and, more infrequently, specialised equipment like haptic vests.33 
While not universally applicable across platforms, haptic feedback, 
when properly utilised, can effectively convey and facilitate the learn-
ing of ICH, particularly in performance arts. The “Saltate!”-project 
exemplifies this, where Drobny et al. designed a motion-capture sys-

32	 Hawreliak (note 28).
33	 Ibid.
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tem that monitors foot movements and provides vibratory feedback 
for timing, aiding users in mastering dance choreographies.34

Video games draw from a pool of semiotic modes and combine 
them in different ways to convey meaning and communicate informa-
tion. Thus, they have the ability to depict the complexity of ICH 
more effectively than other digital media with narrower capabilities. 
A distinctive feature setting video games apart even further is the 
procedural mode, or procedurality. 

The term was first introduced by Ian Bogost (2007) in his book 
Persuasive Games: The Expressive Power of Video Games as “Proce-
dural Rhetoric”.35 It is defined as the art of employing processes, 
especially within computational systems, to craft persuasive and ef-
fective expressions that elucidate the methodologies and logics under-
pinning diverse systems, ranging from mechanical to conceptual and 
organisational.36 In his book on Multimodal Semiotics and Rhetoric in 
Videogames, Hawreliak argues to include procedurality as a semiotic 
mode of video games because it allows ways of communication un-
available in other media.37 

Procedurality, however, is not confined to computers and digital 
games, as it is a fundamental aspect of the real world, governed by 
sequential rules and steps essential for accomplishing tasks: If one 
wants to make a pizza, Hawreliak notes, the dough needs to be made 
first; in order to walk, one needs to put one foot in front of the oth-
er.38 This illustrates the bridge to intangible cultural heritage, where 
many cultural expressions are procedural in nature. This is most appar-
ent with traditional crafts or ceremonies (for example, in a Christian 
wedding ceremony, the couple first needs to confirm their readiness 
before exchanging rings), but also other forms of cultural practices 
are initiated by specific conditions (a musical performance, for exam-
ple, only takes place as part of a ceremony, which in turn only takes 
place on a specific day of the year). But exactly how is procedurality 
manifested in video games? The author dismantles this by question-
ing the actions that are permitted, prohibited, rewarded, or punished; 
and how systems are represented.39 Altering a rule can shift the game’s 

34	 Dieter Drobny et al., “Saltate!: A Sensor-Based System to Support Dance 
Beginners”, in: CHI ’09 Extended Abstracts on Human Factors in Computing 
Systems, 2009, pp. 3943-48.

35	 Ian Bogost, Persuasive Games: The Expressive Power of Videogames, Cam-
bridge, Mass. 2007.

36	 Ibid.
37	 Laiti et al. (note 23).
38	 Hawreliak (note 28).
39	 Ibid.
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meaning. Moreover, the procedural mode never stands alone — with-
out text, image, sound, or haptic feedback, players would not be able 
to interpret or comprehend the meaning conveyed by procedurality.

Procedurality in video games can effectively convey ICH, as exem-
plified in Majewski’s analysis:40 In Sid Meier’s Pirates!41 players ex-
perience 17th-century social dynamics; a ballroom dance can lead to 
entrance into high society and potential marriage, or social exclusion 
if failed. Thus, players learn the consequences of their social (inter-)
action and how it might have influenced one’s life in 17th-century 
high society in the Caribbean. Grand Theft Auto V42 illustrates pop-
cultural ICH, with in-game radio broadcasts available only within 
vehicles and specific map areas, reflecting American radio and music 
culture while mirroring real-world rules of listening to the radio. 
Assassin’s Creed: Discovery Tour Viking Age43 demonstrates Norse 
mythological beliefs through gameplay; choosing horseback travel 
before a sea journey breaches a taboo and affects the narrative, show-
casing the impact of cultural practices on life outcomes.

In conclusion, I argue that video games’ array of semiotic modes 
uniquely equips them to depict and facilitate the experience of intangi-
ble cultural heritage’s multifaceted nature, distinguishing them from 
traditional audiovisual media especially through the modes of text, 
player-controlled animations, haptics, and, most of all, procedurality.

3.2 Context and Materiality 

“It is the cultural context that affords value, the broader system of 
beliefs and practices enfolding the object, not the object itself.”44

This quote from the entry on “Cultural Heritage Objects and Their 
Contexts” from the Encyclopaedia of Global Archaeology dismantles 
the problem of decontextualisation and relocation of cultural heritage. 
There are innumerable examples of cultural heritage artefacts that have 
been stripped of their original owners and contexts, without any regard 
for their cultural meaning and original usage — oftentimes a byproduct 
of colonisation and hegemonic power structures. A prime example 

40	 Majewski (note 18), p. 238.
41	 Sid Meier’s Pirates!, Firaxis Games, Microsoft Windows, Atari Interactive 2K 

2004.
42	 Grand Theft Auto V, Rockstar North, PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360, Rockstar 

Games 2013.
43	 Assassin’s Creed: Discovery Tour Viking Age, Ubisoft Montreal, PlayStation 4, 

Windows, Xbox One, Nintendo Switch and Stadia, Ubisoft 2021.
44	 Neil Brodie, “Cultural Heritage Objects and Their Contexts”, in: Claire Smith 

(ed.), Encyclopedia of Global Archaeology, Cham (Switzerland) 2014, pp. 1960-66.
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for that is the case of the Moai, of which about twelve statues were 
removed from their original location on the Easter Island and are now 
on display in museums such as the Louvre and the British Museum.45 
By taking these statues and removing them from their original context, 
they are viewed primarily as art objects rather than as an integral part 
of a culture, disregarding the meaning they carry for the Rapa Nui 
people and misinterpreting their meaning for lack of cultural appre-
ciation.46 For the purpose of this chapter, there are two points to be 
made here: the interplay between tangible and intangible cultural her-
itage, and the context in which cultural heritage takes place. 

The distinction between tangible and intangible cultural assets is 
something to be critically discussed. When safeguarding cultural her-
itage, the importance of preserving both tangible and intangible CH 
needs to be highlighted, because they are undeniably intertwined: “A 
tangible cultural artefact may be so closely implicated with intangible 
knowledge and practices that to preserve the artefact without preserv-
ing the intangible heritage associated with it leaves the artefact without 
sufficient intellectual context for scholarly interpretation and use”.47 
This intent is also reflected in the Convention for the Safeguarding of 
the ICH.

The second aspect to be highlighted is the context in which ICH 
takes place. Intangible cultural heritage never happens, is never per-
formed or accomplished, in a vacuum. ICH takes place in a (more or 
less) specific context, whether it is profane or sacral, mundane or 
ceremonial. This context can take many forms: a certain place, institu-
tion, or natural landscape, a specific time of day or year, taking place in 
a certain environment, wearing specific attire, and using certain objects 
or tools. When trying to safeguard ICH, not many mediums are suited 
for this kind of multimodal preservation, including both intangible 
assets and the tangible ones “associated therewith”. 

I argue that video games offer a medium where intangible cultural 
heritage can be depicted within a simulated physical context that co-

45	 Simon Jenkins, “Give the Easter Islanders Their Statue Back — It Doesn’t 
Belong in the British Museum”, in: The Guardian, 24 November 2018.

46	 Addressing colonial legacies and the contextual erosion of cultural heritage 
necessitates a critical appraisal of the theme of this article: integrating cultural 
heritage into video games. Commercial exploitation of culture is damaging 
and inexcusable. Therefore, any video game development involving cultural 
elements must prioritise the engagement and continuous validation by the 
community or individuals represented to ensure respectful and accurate por-
trayals (see notes 24, 25, and 26).

47	 Maria Bonn et al., “Preserving Intangible Heritage: Defining a Research 
Agenda”, in: Proceedings of the Association for Information Science and Tech-
nology 53.1 (2016), pp. 1-5.
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hesively intertwines place, time, physicality, and intangible elements 
through the diverse modes previously outlined. Video games enable 
the integration and even virtual reconstruction of cultural heritage ob-
jects and sites — coming back to the introductory example of Notre-
Dame — allowing for an immersive experience that acknowledges the 
interdependence of physicality and cultural practices.

3.3 Body Movement and Embodied Knowledge 

“If we wish to grasp the specific character of intangible cultural her-
itage, we need above all to reflect and acknowledge the fundamental 
role which the human body plays as its carrier.”48 

ICH is inherently dynamic — it is always performed or done in a 
way; accordingly, the human body serves as a vessel for its production, 
as can be derived from the above quote. The body’s role in intangible 
cultural heritage can be considered as a form of ‘embodied knowl-
edge’ — a form of knowledge “that resides in the body, but […] that 
is [also] gained through the body”.49 Consequently, the human body 
serves as both an archive and agent of cultural practices. I argue that 
the depiction of bodies in video games serves as a simulation of em-
bodied knowledge regarding intangible cultural heritage. 

This simulation manifests through both the player character and 
NPCs. Vosinakis et al. distinguish NPCs in the realm of cultural her-
itage games further: Animated props and virtual crowds, which show-
case cultural appearances and practices through fixed animations, 
are  mostly unaffected by environmental changes or player interac-
tion — such as monks depicted in Assassin’s Creed: Discovery Tour 
Viking Age who are restricted to monastic chanting in the courtyard 
of the Isle of Ely monastery.50 Virtual guides enhance interactivity by 
sharing information and narratives and thus enriching user experience. 
Intelligent agents represent a sophisticated form of embodied knowl-
edge, adapting and learning from user input.51 The player character, 

48	 Christoph Wulf, “Performativity and Dynamics of Intangible Cultural Her-
itage”, in: Christiaan De Beukelaer et al. (eds.), Globalization, Culture, and 
Development, Basingstoke 2015, pp. 132-146.

49	 Shigenori Nagatomo, Attunement Through the Body, Albany, N.  Y., 1992, 
quoted in: Mimi Sodhi, Embodied Knowing: An Experiential, Contextual, 
and Reflective Process, Adult Education Research Conference 2008; drawing 
from Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s theories of embodiment.

50	 Ubisoft Montreal (note 43).
51	 Spyros Vosinakis et al., “Dissemination of Intangible Cultural Heritage Using 

a Multi-Agent Virtual World”, in: Advances in Digital Cultural Heritage 2018, 
pp. 197-207.
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controlled by the gamer, engages in bodily movements, and can enact 
instances of ICH, depending on the game genre.

The act of playing a video game inherently involves the player’s 
body, as inputs are required to produce in-game movements. With 
motion-sensing devices like Kinect, these movements can be inter-
preted as embodied knowledge in the form of gaining knowledge 
through the body; with players acquiring an understanding of ICH 
through physical interaction. Typically, player-to-avatar movement 
translation is mediated by conventional controllers or a keyboard and 
mouse, with the scope of in-game physical actions often restricted to 
basic motions like walking or jumping. More nuanced movements are 
typically featured in simulation games, such as Surgeon Simulator.52

Bodily movements are integral to the creation and practice of in-
tangible cultural heritage, with in-game movements of NPCs and player 
characters serving as simulations of embodied knowledge. These digital 
embodiments can execute pre-programmed tasks, and with appropriate 
input devices, they also offer players the opportunity to acquire em-
bodied knowledge through gameplay.

4. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I embarked on an investigative journey into the inter-
section of video games and the preservation of intangible cultural 
heritage. After highlighting the imperative to safeguard ICH and of-
fering a definition of it, I also demonstrated that video games can be 
considered as (intangible) cultural heritage in their own right. 

The relationship between ICH and video games was thoroughly 
examined, including an overview of relevant research studies and proj-
ects on this topic. Subsequently, I argued for the suitability of video 
games as a medium for ICH. This was done by mapping requirements 
for safeguarding ICH against the benefits and features of video games, 
culminating in three main assertions:
1.	 Video games (can) provide a procedural representation of cultural 

practices and knowledge, along with a comprehensive set of modes 
for communicating information and meaning that aligns with the 
multimodal nature of ICH practices. 

2.	 They offer the potential to include context and materiality in the 
presentation of ICH, allowing for correct interpretation, deeper 
comprehension, and engagement with these traditions. 

52	 Surgeon Simulator, Bossa Studios, PC, Bossa Studios 2013.
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3.	 Video games enable a simulated embodied knowledge through the 
actions and interactions of player characters, non-player characters, 
and the players themselves, capturing and conveying the essence 
of cultural practices. 

However, this exploration raises further questions and directions for 
research. Ethical implications regarding the portrayal and ownership 
of cultural narratives in video games emerged as a key concern — an 
issue that has been addressed by the emerging genre of Indigenous 
video games.53 Additionally, there is a growing need to evaluate the 
effects of video games on cultural memory and narratives iteratively, 
as well as the pedagogical effects of such games.

Ultimately, the research presented in this chapter broadens the 
discourse at the intersection of digital humanities, heritage studies and 
game studies. It sheds light on the potential of video games to serve 
as dynamic, interactive archives for ICH, offering innovative and im-
pactful perspectives on digital preservation and the conceptualisation 
of cultural heritage in our increasingly digital world.

53	 Eleni Polymenopoulou, “Indigenous Cultural Heritage and Artistic Expres-
sions: ‘Localizing’ Intellectual Property Rights and UNESCO Claims”, in: 
Canadian Journal of Human Rights 6.1 (2017), pp. 87-125. Jacqueline Land, 
“Indigenous Video Games”, in: Lori Kido Lopez (ed.), Race and Media: 
Critical Approaches, New York 2020, pp. 92-100.


