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ABSTRACT  

Arguably one of the most popular genres in today’s video game market is the Japanese role-playing 
game (JRPG). The distinguishing traits of the genre are often a matter of debate. The final decision on 
whether something is a JRPG usually relies more on general feelings than on rigid criteria (Mallindine 2016). 
However, one shared trait among the exponents of the genre is that they find its roots in Western tabletop 
role-playing games, such as Dungeons&Dragons (1974). As a matter of fact, Dungeons&Dragons served as 
an inspiration for many other role-playing games (RPGs). One such example is Wizardry (1981), which, 
together with Ultima (1981), was among the most successful computer role-playing games of its time 
(Barton & Stacks 2008). The two games served as the beginning for long-spanning series, which enjoyed 
wide success in Japan (Adams 1985), where the RPG genre as a whole was soon integrated, through various 
platforms, into the local media ecology (Steinberg 2015). Wizardry in particular was also among the games 
which influenced Horii Yūji (Horii 2018a. 2018b) to create Dragon Quest (1986), one of the earliest 
examples of JRPG. This article seeks to draw a connection between Dungeons&Dragons and the early JRPGs. 
First, I compare Dungeons&Dragons, a tabletop RPG, to its most well-known digital counterparts of the 
time, Wizardry and Ultima. By doing this, I expose the differences between ‘pen and paper’ and ‘screen and 
software.’ Then, I observe the differences between Wizardry, Ultima, and Dragon Quest in terms of both 
aesthetics and gameplay, in order to understand how Japanese developers and distributors negotiated the 
concept of RPG for the Japanese market. In both comparisons I consider how characters, avatar, gameplay, 
and narrative are mediated by the platform and the cultural milieu hosting them. 
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Introduction: Culture, play, and platforms 

In the introductory issue of the Japanese journal for analog role-playing game studies, 

table talk game designer Kondō Koshi states that role-playing games in Japan were 

imported, adopted, and adapted (2019, 4). In other words, role-playing games have 

entered a new environment, and they have changed in response to it. This is 

reminiscent of a paradigm describing information flow between symbolic systems, that 

of the semiosphere, proposed by Jurij M. Lotman (1992 [1984]), which aims at 

describing the production of information within a culture, conceptualised as an open 
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set of texts. In short, it posits that communication and new information can be 

produced solely within a system of existing references. As new, foreign texts access it, 

they are simply rendered coherent with the existing information and incorporated 

within the whole. 

Such an overarching system – a culture – could be intuitively compared to what Eiji 

Ōtsuka (2010 [1989]) envisioned as a “grand narrative,” a connective tissue, bringing 

together all elements within a specific canon of texts, ready for any user to consume. 

The grand narrative links and creates seemingly unrelated stories, which form a 

cohesive whole by virtue of partaking in the same open-ended system. Azuma Hiroki 

(2009) challenges this view by proposing that a database of traits and characteristics, 

rather than an all-encompassing narrative, is the real object of consumption. A bundle 

of semi-autonomous features, that is to say, a character, is therefore taken as the new 

centre of a “grand-nonnarrative.” The scholar later introduces a different category, the 

sōzōryoku no kankyō (“imagination environment”) as an additional way in which we 

understand the media to which we are exposed (2007). These frameworks share the 

assumption that a set of existing interpretive regimes (i.e. a narrative, a database, or a 

culture) serve as conditions for meaning, in the form of content, to emerge. Additionally, 

in these models, meaning is often envisioned as being fluid, and flowing freely across 

systems (e.g. the case of a text moving across cultural spheres, or that of different 

iterations of a narrative across media).  

Keeping in mind the way in which content can move from one of these ideal spaces 

to the other, one possible way to think about Kondō’s statement is connecting it to the 

opposition between hardware and software. That is to say, what Steinberg describes 

when he mentions Kadokawa magazines as platforms (hardware) generating content 

(software) (2015b). Role-playing itself may therefore be seen as software, running 

through different machines, as well as different sociocultural milieux. Its adaptation 

may just be the result of the affordances of a wide range of platforms, defined in a 

broader sense, which may include both material and social infrastructures1. In this 

 
 

1  Steinberg (2019) provides a thorough and insightful account of different kinds of platforms. His 
typology individuates three types of platforms: 1) foundations for layered structures, 2) infrastructure 
supporting content, or 3) spaces of mediation and transaction. Taking all of these into account, I wish 
to avoid a purely electronic or digital conceptualisation of platforms – an issue which Steinberg 
addresses when discussing transactional platforms (ibid., chap. 3) 
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context, it is relevant that the cultural dimension has been rendered not just pertinent, 

but preeminent in the case of Japan. In fact, the label of “Japanese role-playing game” 

(JRPG) has originated among non-Japanese audiences (Pelletier-Gagnon 2018), and it 

usually designates a distinct genre. This has been an extremely productive space for 

game scholars, which has seen the publication of major works, especially in recent 

years (Consalvo 2016; Hutchinson 2019; Hutchinson and Pelletier-Gagnon 2022). 

Among the different interpretations of the genre that have emerged, we find arguments 

for JRPG as a category of nostalgia (Mallindine 2016), or for its aesthetic performativity 

(Schules 2015). Some of these fall within the boundaries of what Pelletier-Gagnon 

(2022, 99) refers to as “culturalist” and “formalist” approaches, to which he presents 

the alternative reading of the JRPG as a marginalising label. The definition of a genre 

by virtue of its geographical place of origin would also represent a point of connection 

with recent literature on the anime industrial complex. For instance, Suan’s Anime’s 

Identity (2021) presents a detailed account of the network of transnational relations 

behind what he calls anime-esque performance. This is peculiar, because this kind of 

performance allows the form’s ties to Japan to remain extremely salient, despite its 

highly geographically scattered production history. 

To further develop the parallel with platforms, Lamarre stresses the tenuousness of 

the boundary between “soft” and “hard” (2019, 217). He maintains that a platform 

should not be seen only as a content-host, but also as a potential subject-like interactor 

with other platforms (ibid, 222). In addition to speaking to the situatedness of certain 

material artefacts, this is especially relevant, since it opens the possibility to analyse 

game software as potentially interacting not just with the machines on which it is run, 

or with individual users, but also with other alleged content-hosts, such as magazines, 

or with social groupings, such as player communities.2 

On these premises, this essay aims at tracing a genealogical trajectory of role-

playing,3 conceived partially as content, and partially as platform. I start by addressing 

the birth of Dungeons & Dragons (Tactical Studies Rules 1974) (hereafter D&D), the 

first formalised version of the genre. Then, via the microcomputer game Wizardry (Sir-

 
 

2 Lamarre (2017, 2019) refers to this type of interaction as “platformativity”. 
3 The concept of role-playing taken as a unit of analysis here is socio-historically situated, so it should 

not be taken as neutral. My usage here is largely for convenience to set a starting point. 
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Tech 1981), I observe how the concept of role-playing was translated for the Nintendo 

Famicom, with Dragon Quest (Enix 1986). At each step of the analysis, I consider how 

each hardware constrained the role-playing software, by looking at the network of 

adjacent platforms and discourses – apparatus, in Lamarre’s terms (2019, 37-38). 

Throughout the analysis my focus is stronger on the ways in which commercial 

platforms, community engagement, and other factors influence and shape the notion 

of role-playing. However, this should not prevent us from observing the responses of 

players to specific incarnations of the genre – as it is evident as some points of the 

analysis. In thinking about hardware affordances or mutual influences, I do not refer 

exclusively to gameplay elements, either, as I argue that certain types of platforms 

often allow for the creation of virtual spaces (Huber 2012), as well as communities 

(Law 2005; Tobin 2013). 

One of the aims of this study, in light of the attention that the term has received, is 

to interrogate the notion of “Japanese role-playing game.” In particular, through my 

analysis, I wish to reconstruct one branch of its genealogy, in order to try to understand 

the alleged emergence of its cultural difference, hopefully mitigating it. By centring 

attention on the interplay between various affordances, it may be possible to conceive 

of the divergence of genres as more than a strictly cultural phenomenon. Rather, 

conceptualising the shift in terms of a software flowing through different platforms 

may instead shed light on the indeterminacy engendered by networks of practices and 

infrastructures. In other words, I will be considering the displacement of a genre to 

different contexts. By focusing on the individual interactions, rather than ascribing 

general features to any given sociohistorical context, I hope that my intervention will 

provide at least a glimpse of the complexity of each one of them, as well as of their 

contingency and unpredictability. In doing this, I wish to place the influence of “culture” 

in a different, less all-encompassing perspective while acknowledging the necessary 

variations of an object circulating through different times and places. 

 

1. The emergence of Dungeons & Dragons 

D&D is often considered to be the inspiration for modern role-playing games. White 

et al. (2018) takes it as a prototypical example of a tabletop role-playing game, while 

its influence on the wider gaming landscape allowed Chris Crawford (1982) to define 

a category of games as “D&D games” in his early work on computer game design. 
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Stenros and Montola (2010, 308) claim that even the many Nordic live action role-

playing (LARP) traditions originated in the 1980s as a consequence of the success of 

the game in concert with other media products. While it is true that the creation of D&D 

was a watershed, it did not emerge out of nothing. Peterson (2012, 2018) presents an 

in-depth account of its precursors. He argues that the experiences from the wargaming 

community and live-action experiments, together with the sheer success of the Tolkien 

mythos, coalesced into the development and rise in popularity of D&D. Barton and 

Stacks (2008) also list the presence of baseball player cards among the possible 

influences. However, for the purposes of this essay, only wargames and fantasy 

literature will be considered. 

 

1.1. J.R.R. Tolkien and Fantasy dungeons 

Tolkien achieved widespread success in the 1960s, following both an authorised 

edition of his works by Ballantine’s Books, and a bootlegged paperback edition 

published by Ace Books. According to Foster (2012, 15), this success profoundly 

influenced the generation attending high school and college in those years, and since 

then, the books never experienced any fall in popularity. This is perfectly recognisable 

both in the text itself and in the paratexts4 surrounding D&D.  

The first edition of the game was dotted with more or less explicit references. For 

instance, players could meet nazguls, ents, and balrogs during their journey. 

Additionally, the description of certain spells pointed to the Lord of the Rings trilogy, in 

order to support the players’ imagination of the powers in question (Tactical Studies 

Rules 1974, 23). However, such explicit references were erased starting from the sixth 

edition of the rulebook in 1977, as a consequence of a legal threat from the Tolkien 

Estate (Burdge 2012, 229). Moreover, Rob Kuntz, a contributor to the D&D project, 

denied any tie between the game and the literary works in a 1978 article in The 

Dragon.5  

 
 

4 The official magazine and Gygax’s The Strategic Review newsletter, for example. 
5 The Dragon, later renamed Dragon, was printed by Tactical Studies Rules, the owner and distributor of 

D&D. It was mostly dedicated to fantasy and science fiction, and it was established as a related, albeit 
largely separate project from the game, even though it served as the main platform for fans and creators 
to express themselves. Applecline (2014) offers a thorough description and a first-hand report of the 
foundation and the functions of the magazines, which will be partially also covered in this article. 
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In a 1985 column, Gary Gygax explicitly stated that early references were a strategic 

move on his part, aimed at boosting sales. The Dragon, as the game’s official magazine, 

provides compelling evidence to the effectiveness of the strategy. Both fans and 

collaborators on the project could publish there. Many contributions would involve, for 

instance, proposals for alternative rulesets (e.g. new classes, races, or environments), 

as well as serialised stories, where the players recounted real or made-up play sessions. 

Within all of this material, where official announcements meshed with user 

engagement, it is possible to find a significant number of contributions discussing the 

works of Tolkien. For instance, fans discussed how to adapt the ruleset to fit a Tolkien-

inspired campaign, or ways in which the game-world differed from the literary work. 

This trend lasted well after the 1977 revised edition. In other words, although the 

connection had been erased on paper, it was in all likelihood still alive in the players’ 

minds. 

 

1.2. From wargaming to role-playing 

The other current that contributed to the birth of D&D was wargaming, an activity 

which has a long and transcultural history. Kamm (2020, 34) traces a line spanning 

from recent history back to 18th century Prussia, where wargames emerged as an 

alternative to chess. From there, it is possible to stretch the narrative back to 7th 

century India and the game chaturaṅga, which is the shared ancestor of a number of 

board games such as chess, shōgi, and the like found throughout Europe and Asia. 

Wargames usually revolve around the conflict between two or more players pitting 

their armies against each other; in this case the activity is largely competitive, as 

opposed to role-playing, which is a rather more collaborative form of play. The sessions 

are supervised by a referee, who settles disputes and interprets statistics, since the 

outcomes of actions are decided by rolling dice. 

The clearest link between the genres is found in the early history of the game. As a 

matter of fact, the first edition of D&D was hardly autonomous, and it was closer to an 

appendix to Gygax’s previous game, Chainmail (Guidon Games 1971). The latter was a 

more traditional medieval wargame, with special rules for jousting allowing for the 

player to control a single unit, rather than a battalion, and it derived from an 

experimental campaign in the late 1960s (Gygax 1977, 7).  

Although they differ significantly in structure, it is possible to recognise similarities 
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and traces connecting wargaming to role-playing, at least in its tabletop form6. One 

glaring example is found in the constituents for both practices. Games require a certain 

player configuration, and create mutual relations between participants. In both 

wargames and role-playing games an external figure acts as a mediator between 

different interests: in the former, the referee is a neutral middleman, whereas in the 

latter, the game master actively provides a challenge to the players. In other words, the 

prototypical configuration of people sitting at a table and playing with dice, miniatures, 

and a map remains largely the same, while their relative positions and values shift. In 

other words, the difference lies in the practice’s semantics and syntax, not in its 

morphology. 7  The figurines serve as proof of the connection, too. They are a 

superfluous element in D&D, only serving as stand-ins for easier visualisation of the 

diegesis. However, miniatures performed a function in the passage from wargaming to 

role-playing, as Gygax explains in The Dragon (1977, 7), where he mentions that the 

idea of shifting to personal adventures, instead of large-scale battles, came in part due 

to the heroic appearances of the figurines. The individualistic nature of the adventures 

would be conveyed not just by the possibility to control a single character, but also by 

the chance to customise the character by choosing features such as class, race, 

alignment, and name. 

The degree of overlapping between wargaming and early role-playing is remarkable. 

Both genres generated communities of players, sharing an interest in the text, and 

enriching it through a constellation of platforms such as conventions, magazines, and 

newsletters. It is often possible to find cross-contamination between supposedly 

specialised or exclusive platforms, such as in the case of wargaming sections appearing 

in fantasy role-playing magazines. For instance, advertisements for medieval 

wargaming miniatures were present in every issue of The Dragon, whereas columns 

discussing military strategy in the ancient world were less frequent, albeit still present. 

Thus, it appears that the activities of each community were crucial to the connection of 

the two practices. 

 
 

6 Role-playing is extremely varied in both materials and modes if play, each one further divided into 
different traditions. For instance, see Kamm (2020) for the Japanese context, while Stenros and 
Montola (2010) cover Nordic LARPs.  

7 For a general account of practices as meaning making activities, see Fontanille (2006, 2010). The 
semantics of playfulness, on the other hand, have been tackled extensively by Thibault (2020) 
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Lastly, it is necessary to interrogate D&D’s formalisation. The long-format rulebook 

is common for wargames, and it has interesting features, which, to use a digital 

metaphor, render it closer to a developer’s kit with an in-built asset package, than to a 

game.8 In other words, it is an extremely open-ended platform. The activity of play is 

often defined as the space of possibility within the game, which is a system of rules and 

restrictions.9 A rulebook does not offer a structured experience, but a set of tables, 

themes, and an invitation to combine, or even alter them, creating multiple layers of 

authorship (Hammer 2007).  

The statistical values in a volume are balanced for the enjoyment of an audience, and 

the global vision for a potential story-world is present. However, it would not be 

possible to pick up a manual and play in the same way in which one could do with, for 

example, a computer game. Thus, players are required to become designers to have a 

return on their investment in the purchase of the volume.10 A dungeon master may 

spend days, weeks, or more, thinking about a scenario they want to present to their 

players. This explains the high level of engagement often found in the magazines: a user 

may design not just a scenario, but also new spells, races, or classes, which may or may 

not be shared with the community later on. User production was overtly incentivised 

since the beginning by the creators of D&D, who opened the first edition of the manual 

by stating that old rules can be altered, and new ones added, in order to keep the 

experience fresh.11 

In sum, D&D as a formalised version of role-playing is platform-like in many ways. 

First, it offers all the possibilities of a game developer’s kit, which renders it close to a 

prototypical programmable platform. By virtue of this, it produces scenarios, as well as 

engagement, and it can also host new building blocks for content. Second, it interacts 

 
 

8 I am taking a game studies perspective. The topic of role-playing is extremely vast, and many heuristic 
tools can be applied. This analysis ignores many aspects of the activity for the sake of coherence. For 
more about possible approaches to studying role-playing, see Harviainen (2008). 

9  See Salen and Zimmerman (2004, 2006), Bonenfant (2010), Thibault (2020). Even Roger Caillois 
(1958) relies on the presence of rules for the paidia/ludus spectrum of his typology. 

10 Albeit on a different scale, it may be possible to draw a parallel with Ōtsuka’s (2016) repurposing of 
his theory of narrative consumption as a theory of narrative labor, as players effectively generate the 
content they consume. 

11 If not for the intention behind its creation, the functioning of The Dragon in the creative process of the 
D&D ecology bears an eerie resemblance to Steinberg’s (2015b, 12-13) account of the role of 
magazines as platforms in the Tsuguhiko media-mix in the 1980s, such as Conputikku. 
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with other platforms, such as magazines. In doing so, it creates fertile ground for the 

development of a community of practice of sorts, as clearly demonstrated by the 

contents of The Dragon. It also organises space and time, both diegetically and 

extradiegetically. In other words, the game master produces a virtual time and space 

which is shared among players inhabiting a scenario, whereas the game’s codes enforce 

a specific configuration of users and objects around the table, with varyingly precise 

rules for turn-taking. 

 

2. Analogue and digital: Wizardry 

Around the time when D&D was first published, videogames became part of the 

public consciousness. Home consoles and arcade cabinets have been commercially 

available since the early 1970s in the United States, while the first domestic 

microcomputers appeared only later in the same decade. The former two machines 

represented affordable and comparatively powerful options, whereas the latter had a 

much higher threshold for usage, in addition to having less processing power allotted 

exclusively for playing. Even at the end of the 1980s, when one fifth of households in 

the United States owned a microcomputer (Dutton et al. 1987), gaming on that 

platform was considered an activity for hobbyists and programmers. Ultimately, even 

though microcomputers were recognised as game machines, among other things, they 

were not perceived as the optimal or more accessible way of gaming for many (Kline 

et al. 2003, 93). 

 

2.1. Connections to tabletop play 

The relatively small, technically literate community of computer players seems to 

have shared much with both the wargamers and role-players. A significant portion of 

the literature on the topic (Barton and Stacks 2008; Kline et al. 2003; White et al. 2018) 

has focused on the clear influences of D&D on computer game design. For instance, one 

of the most influential role-playing games of the time, Wizardry, actively remediated 

elements of a prototypical tabletop play session. 

The game consists in a fairly straightforward fantasy quest: the player must defeat 

the evil wizard Werdna, by assembling a party and reaching the depths of a dungeon, 

“the maze.” In proposing this, Wizardry draws from different traditions of 

programming in order to create a relatively similar experience to that of D&D. For 
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example, it likely takes inspiration from text-based adventures for its main hub, 

simulating a castle with a tavern, a temple, and other infrastructures. The environment 

is only shaped by descriptions, rather than by a graphical interface. The latter comes 

into play when the player enters the dungeon. The view shifts from a purely verbal 

interface to a Cartesian first-person view, whereas the commands (e.g. attack, parry, 

spell) need to be typed on the keyboard.  

Elements from its tabletop counterpart can be found in the process of character 

creation. Races and classes mirror those found in D&D, and the distribution of 

attributes follows a similar logic, too. These observations can be extended to games 

seemingly elaborating on the original formula by adding science fiction elements, such 

as Ultima (California Pacific Computer Co. 1981). Lastly, the social component of 

tabletop role-playing gets replaced in Wizardry with the addition of the possibility to 

control individually each character of an entire group, rather than a unique avatar.  

In addition to formal similarities, however, the connection also lies in the activities 

of the community. Many emblematic examples of the links can be found in the 

specialised magazine Computer Gaming World. In the first article of the opening issue, 

game designer Chris Crawford writes about the future of computer wargaming. 

Moreover, in a 1986 interview, the creator of the Ultima series Richard Garriott 

explains that his interest in programming games owes in part to D&D and in part to a 

computer class taken in high school. Additional evidence of the connection with the 

tabletop gaming community can be found in the magazine’s surveys. Since the earliest 

publications, Computer Gaming World has had a section called “inside the industry,” 

where industry surveys and readers surveys would be published—a mutual exchange 

of information between corporations and players, as it were. One of the first reader 

surveys included questions about the readers’ gaming habits, such as whether they had 

quit tabletop games (including both role-playing and wargaming) since their shift to 

computer gaming (1984, 6). Although the results may not be especially interesting or 

reliable, due to the lack of comprehensive data (e.g., there are no indications of how 

many readers took part in the survey), the fact that such questions appeared on page 

still serves as a testament to their relevance. 

 

2.2. Digital games and space 

In order to understand the discontinuity between tabletop and desktop, it is useful 



ANDREA MARIUCCI 

 
37 

MUTUAL IMAGES ‖ ISSUE 11 ‖ 2023 

to refer to an early review of Wizardry, which appeared in the magazine Softalk. 

According to the reviewer, the game is “the ultimate computer Dungeons and Dragons, 

extremely faithful to the original. Greenberg and Woodhead [the creators] merely act 

the role of the Dungeon Masters” (1981, 70). 

Such a characterisation is extremely accurate in some respects, and it reveals one of 

the crucial differences between tabletop and computer role-playing. The dungeon 

master is no longer present at the table, as opposed to the situation in D&D. Kondō 

(2019) describes tabletop role-playing as being extremely malleable, the result of a 

continuous dialogue between the player and the game master, as well as within players. 

In fact, tabletop role-playing heavily depends on the participants’ adherence to rules, 

power structures, and other structural elements of the game (Montola 2008), all of 

which are fundamentally negotiable.12 On the contrary, computer role-playing games 

enforce a rigid division between user and text. In order to flout the rules in a computer 

game, it is necessary to either possess high digital literacy, or have access to external 

help.13 Thus, the first relevant shift from analogue to digital rests in the user’s relation 

with text and designer. As the designer abandons the table, all which is left is the text, 

now set in stone – if not from an interpretive point of view, then from a material one. 

Earlier in the same piece, the reviewer states that “Wìzardry is not a game. It’s a 

place” (1981, 69). Based on the previous elaboration on the state of the scenario, the 

reviewer’s opinion acquires a deeper meaning. Namely, the same scenario is now 

shared among all the players. As mentioned in earlier paragraphs, rulebooks only 

provide a worldview and a set of statistics. Pre-made adventures exist, but they do not 

constitute the core tabletop role-playing game experience. Open-ended design is part 

of the pen-and-paper platform’s main affordances. As a consequence, despite 

originating from the same core text, every game session displays a certain measure of 

variation. Creatures, spells, and settings are shared among the D&D community. 

However, fan additions and individual variations to the rules are common, either 

 
 

12 An example of the complexity of interpretative role-playing can be found in Loponen and Montola 
(2004), where the scholar illustrates the malleability of a play session’s diegesis by explaining it 
through Peircean semiosis.  

13 In the case of Wizardry, a particularly famous case is that of WizPlus, a third-party software which 
allowed the players to alter statistics and modify the game in a number of ways. This sort of subversion 
was highly discouraged, as it would alter the intended balance of the game (Barton and Stacks 2008, 
96-97). 
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because of a creative dungeon master, or simply because any person may interpret the 

rules in a slightly different manner. In addition to that, every element of the game is 

interpretable in a number of ways, depending on the participants and their real-life 

connections. As noted by Pettersson:14 

 

Most of the players in this game were people I know. […] I walk into a room and I see my 
friends Mike, Mika and Jaakko playing their characters. Suddenly Mike approaches me 
and starts shouting at me, accusing me of corrupting his sister. At that point, he switches 
from being my friend into being his character, because at that point I have to deal with 
him in character. (2006, 103) 
 

 

In the passage from analogue to digital, the scenario, once the object of negotiation 

between dungeon master and players, crystallises into a single vision by the authors of 

the game, who are now separated from the text and therefore no longer responding to 

the users. At the same time, that vision, in the form of software, reaches the machines 

of every person who owns it.  

Previously, only small groups of players shared points of references to their 

campaign, while now all players would visit the same virtual space. As the reviewer 

puts it: “It's a village you've not been in before […] Why not stop in the tavern for a 

frothy ale? Gilgamesh welcomes new guests, and you're apt to find some worthy 

companions” (1981, 69).  

Huber’s (2012) analysis of Final Fantasy spatiality through Harvey and Lefebvre is 

especially useful when considering this shift. He reframes the player’s aesthetic 

experience of a videogame through Harvey’s (2006) matrix, which expands Lefebvre’s 

(1974) tripartite division of space, by considering not just how space is produced, 

represented, and experienced, but also accounting for its absolute, relative, and 

relational dimensions. In sum, through Harvey, Huber considers the player’s lived 

experience of the virtual environment, emphasising the realness of the sensations, 

rather than the fictitiousness of the space.  

 With the shift to digital, the game’s material space becomes fixed, as opposed to 

tabletop play, where space and actions are created discursively and are continuously 

 
 

14 Although Pettersson is describing his experience in LARP, the same scenario may take place in many 
different kinds of interpretative role-playing. 
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negotiated (Montola 2008). The diegetic spatiality of the computer game, as well as its 

narrative, are shared and unchanging amongst a community of players; thus, they 

develop the potential to become stable referents. The magnitude of this change can be 

recognised, among other things, in the – relatively sparse – appearance of complaints 

in the “letters to editor” section of Computer World Magazine, as well as in the 

reasonably common concern in articles and reviews that too many clues will spoil the 

fun. 

In sum, the tabletop hardware affords broader creative freedom than the 

microcomputer. This is due to the fact that in the latter’s case, designing is no longer 

part of the experience, due to the high literacy required in order to engage with the 

game’s code. The relations between the two manifestations of the role-playing 

software are that of a code (ruleset and assets) and a text (a scenario). This limitation, 

however, produces a stable virtual environment which is shared among the community. 

Therefore, instead of being built upon a broadly common language—that of the 

ruleset—the players share a text, which provides ample space for individual 

interpretation, but which is in turn bounded by the fixedness of the properties of its 

object (Eco 1990, 1998). Simply put, every Wizardry player could interact with any 

other player and discuss the same experience,15 as if they were part of the same D&D 

campaign. 

 

3. Crossing national borders: Dragon Quest 

3.1. A different cultural sphere 

The transition from analogue to digital involved two partially overlapping 

communities – wargamers and programmers – in the context of a blossoming 

videogame industry inside of a single country. The boundaries of these communities, 

dictated by the apparatuses of their platforms of reference, however, were not equal to 

the national ones; each community shaped its borders through practices, texts, and 

machines. This is especially evident when one looks at the early Japanese videogame 

market. In fact, as noted by Kobayashi and Koyama (2019), it is possible to see 

relatively similar patterns of hobbyists partaking in communal activities centred 

 
 

15 Allowing for the variation tied to the aleatory textuality of a game. 
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around the personal computer, with shared networks of magazines, manuals, and 

events. Where the national borders come into play is in the constitution of these 

networks. More specifically, existing institutions and economic incentives heavily 

influence an industry’s development, which has ties to the social connections and the 

use of platforms. In Japan’s case, this meant a well-established corporate complex and 

existing pools of experts upon which companies could draw (Aoyama and Izushi 2003, 

2006; Picard 2013), and who were quite often part of other subcultural groups, tied to 

a number of cultural industries. Finally, access to non-Japanese software often passed 

through porting between machines, re-elaboration by Japanese developers, or import 

of machines on which it could be run.  

Dragon Quest is an emblematic case. The minds behind its creation, Horii Yūji and 

Nakamura Kōichi were hobbyist programmers who were hired into the corporate 

world through a game-development competition sponsored by Enix (Ishinomori and 

Takizawa 1990). Horii, in particular, is a good example of the phenomenon to which 

Aoyama and Izushi (2006) refer, when they mention cross-pollination between 

different creative industries. In fact, Horii was an employee at Shūeisha, another pop 

cultural corporate giant, before joining Enix, in addition to being an active member of 

manga circles and clubs at Waseda University in his academic years (Waseda 

University 2016). His turn to the computer industry happened at a later date, when he 

taught himself how to code. Moreover, as Altice (2015) points out, his main strength 

had always been writing and characterisation. Borrowing Janet Murray’s (1997, 15) 

terms, he could be described as a bard turned into a hacker, rather than the opposite.  

Additionally, the collaborative effort of game developers and other professionals, 

such as Toriyama Akira and Sugiyama Kōichi, harmonises with that period’s general 

blurring of the lines between media. That is to say, what both Steinberg (2015b) and 

Lamarre (2019) have recognised as an exponential growth in the focus on the 

software/hardware dichotomy. Both Toriyama and Sugiyama were established artists 

in their own right. The former was especially well-known for his Dr.Slump! series, 

published by Horii’s former employer, Shueisha, whereas the latter was a successful 

composer for television and other media. Building on Campana’s (2015) illustration of 

transmediality and of the porousness of platforms, the inclusion of these authors into 

the production of the game was likely successful as it managed to attach the title to 

innumerable other facets of everyday life. As a platform, it created a common space 
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where Toriyama and Sugiyama could exist together. In Peircean terms, the network of 

objects—the authors and their aesthetics or works— became mutual interpretants. 

Something as immaterial (as “soft”) as Toriyama’s drawing style would immediately 

take the viewer’s attention to the recently released game, or to the composer’s works, 

or any other directional relation between the three.  

Other sociocultural elements are to be found in some of the formal aspects of the 

game, some of which have already been noted by Altice (2015, chap. 6). One example 

of this is connected to the technical limitations of the console. Since saving was not 

possible, it was necessary to insert a password to unlock access to items, levels, and 

other in-game advantages which could be accessed after reaching certain milestones. 

Some of these passwords were rendered easier to remember by using famous haiku 

instead of inventing 14-line strings of characters from scratch. 

 

3.2. A multi-user software 

The common narrative surrounding the birth of the game reinforces the idea that 

not just a worldview or a story, but the very concept of role-playing is adaptable to 

different platforms. In fact, the official origin story of Dragon Quest sees Horii and 

Nakamura discovering Wizardry at the 1983 AppleFest in San Francisco,16 only to later 

set out to bring the genre to the Nintendo Famicom. 

That said, the story is likely more complex. Japanese hobbyist programmers had 

already developed a great number of role-playing titles by the time the game was 

released, in 1986 (Schules et al. 2018). However, all these titles were released on 

personal computer, which greatly reduced their potential audience; as stated by 

Dragon Quest developer, Horii Yūji, “The threshold [for playing these games] was too 

high” (Nintendo 2009). In addition, while different technical standards had rendered 

Japan’s computer game market comparatively detached from Euro-American ones, it 

would be wrong to consider Japan as an impenetrable bubble. In fact, hobbyists 

imported games and systems from overseas (Schules et al. 2018) while other 

influences on the genre, namely fantasy tabletop games (Kamm 2020) and Western 

 
 

16 Some scholars (e.g. Huber 2012) take Ultima III as the first release of an American computer role-
playing game in Japan. However, the official dramatisation produced by Enix (1991), as well as Horii 
himself (Nintendo 2009) take the American convention as the origin point. 
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high fantasy novels (Arduini 2012), were also present in the country, although they 

were usually consumed by smaller audiences. 

Following the line of software moving across platforms, role-playing was 

transferred onto a more powerful machine than the Apple II, as the dedicated Picture 

Processing Unit (PPU) allowed for a considerable degree of freedom with graphics, as 

well as for a distinction between a sprite layer and a background layer (Altice 2015). 

More importantly, however, the genre became part of a structurally and aesthetically 

different ecology. It has already been noted how the change from wargaming to role-

playing involved a syntagmatic shift in the mutual relations of players and game objects. 

In this case, on the other hand, while the formal, on-screen elements and the player’s 

direct relation to them remained largely the same, the passage from personal computer 

to home console required the software to adapt to a different mode of engagement.  

Bruno (2021a) describes the visual novel apparatus in terms of intimacy.17 In fact, 

the personal computer space invites usage from one person at a time—any intrusion 

potentially spoiling the experience. An analogy could be drawn with computer role-

playing games. Wizardry requires high concentration and mindfulness of the in-game 

space. The player may need to keep track of many disparate in-game events, the cost 

of a misstep being the loss of characters and resources. This individualistic relationship 

is perfectly exemplified by Ultima, as the game keeps track of the time and of the 

player’s age, constructing a frenetic experience which requires high levels of 

concentration on the user’s part. 

In contrast, the home console environment hosts a qualitatively different practice. 

The television, being usually placed in a communal space in the house, rather than in a 

private room, favours a one-to-many directionality of the information flow. This 

tendency is also clear when we look at the screen-interface. Home console heads up 

displays (HUDs) convey considerably more information than their personal computer 

counterparts. For instance, statistics and character level. This redundancy aims to 

involve every participant in the activity—be they users or onlookers, in order to let 

them know what is happening at any moment. In other words, the screen, and its 

 
 

17 This is clear from his usage of the expression “character intimacy games,” although he has engaged 
more explicitly with the notion of a visual novel apparatus through a media-ecological lens (Bruno 
2021b). 
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position in the room, encapsulate a specific form of engagement, which sees one to 

several people partaking in a single activity. 

This mode of play is clearly supported by paratextual evidence. The release of the 

first instalment of the game saw a dedicated serialised column in one of the main 

videogame magazines of the time, Famirī Konpyūtā Tsūshin, or Famitsū for short. In it, 

a model of textual-social interaction is produced and clearly presented in an almost 

pedagogical manner. Starting from the first issue, in 1986, a columnist under the 

nickname of Ganma Suzuki presents himself as the hero, entrusted by the king with the 

fate of Alefgard (Arefugado). He reports his in-game actions and dialogue, reminiscent 

of replays.18 After a few lines, a second person enters the frame, Gēsen Ueno, who claims 

to have just finished playing The Legend of Zelda. Their interaction is extremely 

informal, featuring interjections—exclamations being clearly reported on the 

transcripts—as well as their digressions, such as Gēsen talking about his keyboard and 

computer setup in the second issue of the serialised transcripts. This setup serves to 

evoke a scene of the two in front of the television screen. Ganma is playing, whereas 

Gēsen is only commenting on the game. However, they are both equally engaged and 

excited about the on-screen action. 

Therefore, the practice inscribed in the Nintendo Famicom engenders a different, 

shared space than that of the personal computer, which, on the contrary, favours an 

intimate mode of play. The relationship between user and software afforded by the 

hardware is one-to-one, whereas the Famicom allows more and differing degrees of 

participation. On the other hand, the features of the hardware constrict to a certain 

extent the design of the software, which in turn has effects on the mode of consumption. 

For instance, the simplification of the game mechanics opened the genre to a wider 

public, while the clarification of the possible actions made group participation viable. 

Interestingly, some of the elements which help to construct a more inclusive play 

setting are the result of previous experiences, rather than overt design choices aimed 

at opening the information flow. For instance, the HUD displaying the player’s possible 

 
 

18  Replays were a form of serialised fiction which appeared in magazines in the 1980s. They were 
dramatised transcripts of tabletop play sessions, used as a way to popularise the genre. With the rise 
in popularity of sword-and-sorcery fantasy in the public imaginary, replays such as Rōdosutō Senki 
(“Record of Lodoss war,” Group SNE 1986) gave rise to successful franchises (see also Steinberg 2015a, 
2015b; Kamm 2019). 
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actions derives from earlier efforts to adapt Horii’s Pōtopia Renzoku Satsujin Jiken (Enix 

1983) from computer to Famicom. The game was an investigative adventure game 

where the player had to type their actions (e.g. moving to a different location, talking 

to someone, etc.) on the keyboard. Since the Famicom peripherals did not allow for 

typing, the programmers came up with the action selection menu (Ishinomori and 

Takizawa 1990). 

 

4. Final remarks and conclusion: Japanese role-playing? 

In a short column appearing in Voice magazine, Asada Akira speaks of J-kaiki 

(“return to J”). He frames the insertion of a “J” in front of concepts such as “pop music” 

(“J-pop”) to be a form of seclusion, as in “obviously pop, but with a Japanese twist” 

(2000). The scholar’s critique is addressed at the then recent serious turn of the 

discourse on otaku and Japanese subcultures, which were perceived as increasingly 

more fashionable abroad and as a possible source of leverage for nationalistic rhetoric, 

as they were another tool to construct an imagined Japan. In other words, claiming the 

uniqueness of Japanese subcultures and pop culture would create the necessary 

premises for the development of, and capitalisation on what Miyake (2018) calls “neo-

Japonisme,” as demonstrated by the then soon-to-come Cool Japan campaign (Miyake 

2015, 103).  

Albeit with a different directionality, a similar phenomenon is that of Japanese role-

playing games, often called “JRPGs” by – almost exclusively – non-Japanese audiences. 

Pelletier-Gagnon (2018) individuates the popularisation of the term at the turn of the 

millennium, in magazines and online reviews, often with disparaging connotations. The 

word seems to denote a particular kind of Japan-coded performativity, which is tied to 

other cultural industries such as those of comic books and animation, or to cute 

aesthetics (Schules 2015). The Japanese adaptation of the genre, therefore, allegedly 

imbued it with a certain type of expression, in the same vein as the anime-esque (Suan 

2017, 2021). In its iterations, role-playing has been adapted, as suggested in the 

statement by Kondō chosen to open this essay. However, it has indeed been interpreted 

differently by various communities even at the transition between tabletop and digital. 

Despite the large overlap between subcultural groups with relatively similar points of 

reference (e.g., wargaming or Tolkienesque high fantasy), the form of play has 

undergone heavy modifications.  
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The software mutated as a function of the limitations of the hardware, as well as of 

its community. However, this shift was not unidirectional. The community adapted to 

the affordances of the software, which led to a different form of playful sociality. That 

said, even the machine on which the software is run has had to be rethought. Relatedly, 

the emergence of a benchmark for accessible home consoles in Japan, and its later 

international propagation, may have laid the foundations for a home-console role-

playing game to be successful. The convergence of these factors may have influenced 

the concept of role-playing at the crossing of a national border. The existence of specific 

cultural industries in Japan may not have informed the notion of JRPG any more than 

the success of Tolkien-inspired high fantasy has contributed to the making of “RPGs 

without an adjective.” In the same way, the history of media-mixing experimentation 

(Steinberg 2012) may have facilitated other professionals – Toriyama and Sugiyama – 

to become part of the project. Comparable efforts were made, albeit less successfully, 

in the United States, when a D&D TV show aired in the late 1980s (Applecline 2014). 

At the same time, the degree to which certain phenomena or behaviours are in fact 

transnational emerges from this analysis. The computer hobbyists contributed to the 

crossing of borders by the genre, whose flow established a bridge between 

communities of players, separated by different technical standards. The initial cultural 

brokerage (Kamm 2017, 2020), can be thought of as one of the ways in which 

transcultural flows begin, as evidenced by recent non-Japanese JRPGs. This further 

reinforces the notion that the drawing of the boundaries of an imagined community 

often passes through some form of mediation, which renders phenomena such as the 

transmission of role-playing from the United States to Japan, and the consequent 

renegotiation of Japan-coded aesthetics, all the more in need of analysis. Kamm’s (2020, 

19; 231) observations on the construction of “JRPG” as a category finds further 

confirmation. Not only do differences within the Japanese context should make us 

question the utility of the label, but also observing its roots, and its future, inter- and 

transcultural trajectory may be cause for concern. The articulation of difference along 

cultural faults thus creates the space of possibility which allows the birth of a distinct 

“Japanese” role-playing genre. The projected otherness solidifies into labels such as 

“JRPG,” where cultural difference acts to isolate the genre from anything already in 

existence. By contrast, positioning role-playing as an external, soft concept, may allow 

us to shift to a formulation of culture as an adjectival and contingent dimension of a 
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phenomenon, rather than as one of its substantial properties. 

To conclude, this study has traced a tentative genealogical trajectory of role-playing 

across different material platforms and sociocultural milieux, as well as media 

ecologies. It has been proposed that we look at media and genres as possible outcomes 

in a space of indeterminacy engendered by material and social forces, among other 

things. Observing media and practices in these terms may constitute a pathway 

towards a more holistic judgement about their aesthetic potential and limitations. 

Rather than binding the analysis to social, cultural, or material factors, there may be 

merit in looking at the space created at their intersection. 
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