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Translation, Accessibility and Variation in Global Analog Gaming 

Jonathan Evans, University of Portsmouth 

 

Early in the summer of 2019, I was lucky enough to be in Shanghai for work. The weather wasn’t yet 

too hot and it was nice to walk around. My hotel was downtown, only one metro stop from People’s 

Square, in a neighbourhood that mixed fairly old residential buildings with larger commercial 

skyscrapers. Near my hotel, I spotted a sign for a games café, hidden away on the fifth floor of a 

nearby building. For one reason and another, I didn’t manage to visit (and even if I had, I doubt my 

Chinese would have been good enough to play with other people in there). 

This wasn’t the first games café I’ve seen in China. Not far from where I was staying, there was the 

Baimu Hobby Mall, which has been around for well over a decade and which seems increasingly out 

of place in modernising, gentrifying downtown Shanghai.1 The mall is no longer so focused on 

gaming and toys, but, on my last visit, there was still a well-stocked games café there and at least 

one shop selling modern board games, often translated into Chinese. The Chinese localized versions 

were cheaper than their English counterparts, which I assume were imported and, like most 

imported goods in China, sold at higher prices to emphasise the prestige value of buying them. 

The presence of games cafes and board game shops in Shanghai shouldn’t come as a surprise – after 

all, it’s a mega-city of over 25 million inhabitants and some of them, one would imagine, like playing 

board games. Yet it also feels slightly out of place: the hobby of board gaming is associated with 

Western European and American games, companies and practices.2 Games are regularly referred to 

as Eurogames (for often abstract, non-aggressive interaction type games) or Ameritrash (for lots of 

dice rolling and more aggressive player interaction). And, in fact, a lot of the games I saw in Shanghai 

were the same games I would recognise from game shops in the UK (where I live): classics like Catan, 

 
1 The mall is memorably profiled here: http://www.smartshanghai.com/articles/shopping/offbeat-the-most-
random-mall-in-shanghai [Last accessed 29 August 2019]. The profile is from 2016 and the mall has changed a 
little since then: it seems to be becoming less anime/gaming focused and more just a commercial space, 
though there was still a games café and toy shops in the summer of 2019. 
2 Bruno Faidutti notes that board gaming typically uses European references and has been late to globalize. 
Bruno Faidutti. “Postcolonial Catan.” Analog Game Studies 2: 3-34 (p. 5). The French version of this paper is 
available on his blog: http://faidutti.com/blog/?p=3780  

http://analoggamestudies.org/
http://www.smartshanghai.com/articles/shopping/offbeat-the-most-random-mall-in-shanghai
http://www.smartshanghai.com/articles/shopping/offbeat-the-most-random-mall-in-shanghai
http://faidutti.com/blog/?p=3780


 

 

Carcassonne, Power Grid, as well as more recent games.3 Some of these are translated from 

German, while other games are produced in English, and others in French or a number of other 

languages and translated into English, or in the case of some of the games I saw in Shanghai, into 

Chinese. Game production is in fact, spread throughout the world, as the regular column “Around 

the World in 80 Plays” in the British magazine Tabletop Gaming reminds readers by focusing on 

games coming from different countries each month.4 

Board games, as well as RPGs and other forms of analog games, circulate in translation in different 

languages and locations. Like many other forms of cultural production, they rely on translation. 

People can play games in more than one language, of course, and non-translated texts do circulate – 

think of people writing about finding new games at Essen,5 for instance, or the presence of 

untranslated games on shop shelves (which is probably more common outside of Anglophone 

countries, though still happens to some extent in English-speaking ones). However, the translation of 

tabletop games has received very little attention academically, from either games studies or 

translation studies (as I shall discuss later).  

In this article, I aim to address this gap by highlighting the importance of translation to board and 

tabletop games as well as gaming culture more generally. Translation, as I shall show, is 

intergenerational: it offers an introduction to a game or text to a new audience. At the same time, it 

highlights the fact that games are experienced in multiple variants. Indeed, as my examples from 

Shanghai show, gaming culture institutions like game cafes are themselves translated to different 

locales and there are local variations on the theme too: drinks menus, games stocked, the presence 

(or absence) of food are all subject to cultural adaptation.6 This translation of both textual material 

and cultural practices needs to be understood in a context of globalization of culture and the power 

relations that that entails: the presence of translated German and American games in Shanghai 

shops demonstrates the relative prestige of those gaming cultures and producers, as well as hinting 

at the economic power of their publishers in terms of international distribution. It seems necessary, 

then, to focus on translation not just in a linguistic sense, but also in a material sense and as part of 

the global flows of culture. 

Translation and analog games 

Before discussing the ways in which an understanding of translation can deepen conceptualizations 

of games and gaming, it’s necessary to review what translation means and the work on games from 

translation studies and localization practice. Sometimes, discussions of translation can be 

overwhelmed by discussion of errors or of quality, which does not allow for the more complex (and 

interesting!) discussions of the relationships between translation practices and global copyright, or 

how translation can influence cultural development.7 There is also a risk of reducing translation to 

 
3 Klaus Teuber.Die Sedler von Catan [Catan]. Stuttgart: Kosmos, 1995; Klaus-Jürgen Wrede. Carcassonne. 
Munich: Hans im Glück, 2000; Friedemann Friese. Funkenschlag [Powergrid]. Bremen: 2F-Spiele, 2004. 
References are to first publications, not current editions (or editions seen in Shanghai). 
4 This column has been running in the monthly magazine since January 2019. 
5 For more information about the Essen games conference [Spieltage], see here: https://www.spiel-
messe.com/de/ 
6 No doubt there’s also a difference in the way that people play board games and use games cafes from one 
place to another, but at the moment there is no research that has explored this. For discussion of how (video) 
gaming cultures differ by location, see Larissa Hjorth. “Games@Neo-Regionalism: Locating Gaming in the Asia-
Pacific.” Games and Culture 3.1 (2008): 3-12. 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1555412007309536 
7 An overview of translation studies as a discipline can be found in Jeremy Munday. Introduction to Translation 
Studies, 4th ed. Abingdon: Routledge, 2016. For a criticism of approaches to translation that see it as purely a 

https://www.spiel-messe.com/de/
https://www.spiel-messe.com/de/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1555412007309536


 

 

“interlingual translation”, which Roman Jakobson famously also called “translation proper”, in other 

words, translation between languages.8 Yet, while Jakobson regarded the translation of texts from 

one language to another as “translation proper,” he also allowed for two other types of translation 

in the same essay: translation within a language (“intralingual translation”) and between media 

(“intersemiotic translation”). These two possibilities are quite common in tabletop games: there are 

children’s versions of classic games, such as Catan Junior,9 which is an intralingual translation of the 

game Catan for a younger audience, and there are games that develop from narratives in other 

media, such as Tails of Equestria,10 which could be considered an intersemiotic translation of the 

cartoon My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic into RPG form. These forms of translation are often 

closer to what is understood as adaptation, but translation could also be considered a subset of 

adaptation, as it is by Linda Hutcheon.11  

Translation could be considered any form of rewriting a text for a different audience, which would 

include all of the variations mentioned by Jakobson as it would allow for interlingual, intralingual and 

intermedial rewritings of a text. Many of these rewritings are across languages, but keeping in mind 

other possible types of rewriting increases the understanding that translation is about 

reformulation, which involves making decisions and interpreting the text, rather than just 

reproducing it. This introduction of a text for a new audience is a form of intergenerational contact, 

especially as in games, as I shall show, the translations of texts are often made by people with a 

greater understanding of the rules for people with less knowledge or understanding of them.12 

In translation theory, the notion of “rewriting” was put forward by André Lefevere to refer to a 

series of textual practices, including interlingual translation but also including anthologisation, 

historiography and criticism, that adapted a text for different audiences.13 My discussion of 

translation as a form of rewriting is indebted to Lefevere’s work, but where he focuses on literary 

rewritings, I include forms of transmedia adaptation and other media forms. In which case, 

translation can be considered not as just an interlingual practice but also an intermedial practice. 

 
means of transferring a text from one language to another, see Lawrence Venuti. Contra Instrumentalism: A 
Translation Polemic. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2019. 
8 Roman Jakobson. “Linguistic Aspects of Translation.” In On Translation. Edited by Reuben A. Brower. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1959, pp. 232-239. (p. 233). Jakobson’s use of “translation proper” is critiqued at 
length by Jacques Derrida. “Des Tours de Babel.” In Difference in Translation. Edited by Joseph F. Graham. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1985, pp. 209-248. 
9 Klaus Teuber. Catan Junior. Stuttgart: Kosmos, 2014. Layers of translation could be added here as there are 
also other language versions of this game. 
10 Alessio Cavatore, Dylan Owen and Jack Caesar. Tails of Equestria: The Storytelling Game. N.p: River Horse 
Games, 2016. Again, more layers can be added here, given the massive transmedia network of My Little Pony 
products. 
11 Linda Hutcheon. A Theory of Adaptation. Abingdon: Routledge, 2006, p. 171. 
12 Here I do not mean that all games translators are very experienced gamers who translate to teach new 
gamers about materials, but rather that people translating games tend to do so in order to make them 
accessible to other people who often do not have knowledge of that game or game system. This is different to 
the intergenerational translation between mother and daughter discussed in Gayatri Spivak. “The Politics of 
Translation.” In Lawrence Venuti, The Translation Studies Reader 3rd edition. Abingdon, Routledge, 2012, pp. 
312-330. I am using a more open sense of ‘intergenerational’ to mean someone with more knowledge or 
experience translating in such a way as to make games (texts) accessible to people with less experience or 
knowledge. 
13 André Lefevere. Translation, Rewriting and the Manipulation of Literary Fame. London: Routledge, 1992. 
Lefevere’s notions of rewriting and patronage are applied in relation to video game localization by Minako 
O’Hagan and Carmen Mangiron. Game Localization. Amsterdam, Benjamins, 2013, pp. 201-242. 



 

 

Focusing on how texts are adapted and translated for different audiences means questioning not 

only the textual differences but the reasons why such differences come up. Lefevere offers the 

useful notions of “poetics” and “patronage” to help explain why translated texts differ. “Poetics” 

refers to the expectations in terms of form that the target audience has of a translated text. So, for 

example, texts are adapted in translation to fit target audiences’ expectations of a text, for example 

the shape of a sonnet or the way in a prose narrative might develop. That said, this is not a very fixed 

system and translated texts can alter and expand poetics, so that imported forms become popular 

and translated texts are no longer altered so much and local production starts to use those same 

forms.14 Arguably, in terms of board games, with the success of Catan and other 1990s and early 

2000s “Eurogames” from Germany, then the “poetics” of English-language boardgaming was altered 

as expectations of how games can work have changed and what used to be considered a German 

style of board gaming has now become quite common in English-speaking countries. 

“Patronage”, Lefevere’s other term, refers to who is paying for the translation and what they want it 

to do. This might mean translating for different publishing houses, or on government grants. 

“Patronage” can be transferred quite easily to tabletops: a commercial publisher may want quite a 

different translation of a game to a smaller publisher. The game Ghostbusters: Protect the Barrier, 

published by Mattel, offers an example of the effects of patronage. It is a rewriting of the Kinderspiel 

des Jahres [Children’s Game of the Year] winning Geister, Geister, Schatzsuchmeister! [Ghost Fightin’ 

Treasure Hunters].15 Here there are at least two types of translation: of the game Ghost Fightin’ 

Treasure Hunters, which has been translated into German (as the creator Brian Yu is American), 

which is the language it was first published in, and then a translation for another audience, using the 

Ghostbuster’s licence, that aims at a more casual gaming audience. The price of Protect the Barrier 

was lower and the theme (Ghostbusters recovering devices) was more prominent as a movie tie-in. 

A smaller publisher might not be able to publish a game as a movie tie-in or in a different version for 

casual gamers. Nor might a smaller company launch a game in translation first, especially if the 

company itself is based in the USA. Mattel’s patronage, therefore, allowed these translations to take 

place and influenced the sorts of translation, taking place across languages and for different 

audiences. Patronage also returns us to the question of the power of publishers and distributors, as 

seen by the presence of games like Catan in Shanghai. These texts are translated not only because 

they are good games, but also because, in the case of Catan, it is published by Asmodée which also 

own Days of Wonder and Fantasy Flight Games. Patronage highlights that translations are 

undertaken in relation to commercial (and political) interests, who influence what texts (games in 

our case) are translated and how that translation is done, in terms of strategies and even business 

practices. 

The little scholarly research there is on analog game translation focuses on the textual elements, 

mainly the rules and the in-game text.16 This seems to be due to the necessity of establishing that 

analog games are a valid area of research for translation (and indeed more generally, as early 

 
14 For a discussion of this in relation to North American poetry, see Edwin Gentzler. “Translation, Counter-
Culture, and The Fifties in the USA.” In Translation, Power, Subversion. Edited by Román Álvarez and M. 
Carmen-África Vidal. Clevedon, Multlingual Matters, 1996, pp. 116-137. 
15 Brian Yu. Ghostbusters: Protect the Barrier. El Segundo, CA: Mattel, 2016; Brian Yu. Geister, Geister, 
Schatzsuchmeister! [Ghost Fightin’ Treasure Hunters]. El Segundo, CA: Mattel, 2013. 
16 Jonathan Evans. “Translating Board Games: Multimodality and Play.” The Journal of Specialized Translation 
20 (2013): 15-32. http://jostrans.org/issue20/art_evans.php ; L.S. Verhoeven. “The Translation of Board 
Games’ Rules of Play.” Unpublished Master’s Thesis, Utrecht University. 
https://dspace.library.uu.nl/handle/1874/360075 

https://boardgamegeek.com/blogpost/33352/asmodee-buys-days-wonder
https://boardgamegeek.com/blogpost/33352/asmodee-buys-days-wonder
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidewalt/2014/11/17/fantasy-flight-games-merging-with-asmodee/#4bc20af63699
http://analoggamestudies.org/2014/08/reinventing-analog-game-studies/
http://jostrans.org/issue20/art_evans.php
https://dspace.library.uu.nl/handle/1874/360075


 

 

editorials in this journal demonstrate)17 by applying frameworks of study that are commonly used in 

translation studies. Drawing on discussions of style and multimodality, this work is useful for 

understanding how board games work as text. In this, they parallel the work on video game 

localization from translation studies, which also focuses in on the practices and challenges for 

localizers.18  

Beyond textual translation 

But there are more aspects of games to consider in relation to translation. Minako O’Hagan and 

Carmen Mangiron (pp. 278-311) discuss issues of accessibility and fan cultures for video game 

translation, both of which remain relevant in board game translation. Board and tabletop gaming 

culture is an example of a participatory fan culture, where fans are often empowered to be 

translators (especially for less spoken languages) and where games creators often discuss games 

with fans (on, for example, the Board Game Geek forums). 

Accessibility refers to the adaptation (or, as I argued above, translation) of games for different 

audience based on those audiences’ different sensorial capacities. An obvious example of 

accessibility is the availability of subtitles for the Deaf or hard of hearing; the text is made more 

accessible through allowing Deaf users to access it. The website Meeple Like Us is focused on board 

game accessibility and reviews ways in which games are accessible to people with visual or cognitive 

impairments. These include features such as easily distinguishable color usage (as, for example, reds 

and oranges can easily be mixed up) or designing games to be accessible without recourse to 

reading. Other aspects of accessibility may be designing spaces to be inclusive and non-threatening, 

so that players are not traumatized by playing the game (such as by avoiding topics that are 

distressing, as this report from the BBC about an incident at Games Expo 2019 demonstrates). One 

adaptation of role playing games that encourages such inclusivity is John Stavropoulos’s X-card, 

which allows players to stop a game when something is making them uncomfortable. Using the X-

card in a game which didn’t originally include it is a form of adaptation of the text in order to make it 

more inclusive, which allows a different audience to play it. Other adaptations may include changing 

the meeples used, adapting rules for different groups, reading out materials for players, adapting 

narratives for different groups, and so on.19 All of these alterations in translation effectively make 

texts accessible to new and different audiences. 

Accessibility brings us beyond the textual forms of translation that have been typically discussed to 

other instances of translation in gaming that are somewhat more ephemeral and which take place at 

the gaming table. Many of the translations are ad hoc translations that are undertaken to fit one 

specific gaming group. For example, when I play Rhino Hero20 with my young daughter (a literal case 

of intergenerationality), I summarise the rules for her in a form of intralingual translation as her 

reading skills are not yet good enough to read them herself. We also drop the rules related to the 

symbols that would alter turn order, direction of play and so on, focusing only on the game as a 

dexterity game where players have to build a tower from the cards and move the rhino. Here I adapt 

 
17 Evan Torner, Aaron Trammell and Emma Leigh Waldron. “Reinventing Analog Game Studies.” Analog Game 
Studies 1.1 (2014). http://analoggamestudies.org/2014/08/reinventing-analog-game-studies/ 
18 O’Hagan and Mangiron; Miguel Bernal-Merino. Translation and Localization in Video Games: Making 
Entertainment Software Global. Abingdon, Routledge, 2015. 
19 For discussion of the accessible adaption of Minecraft for children with autism, see Kathryn E. Ringland. 
“Who has access? Making accessible play spaces for children with autism.” Analog Game Studies 4.3 (2017). 
http://analoggamestudies.org/2017/05/who-has-access-making-accessible-play-spaces-in-minecraft-for-
children-with-autism/ 
20 Scott Frisco and Steven Strumpf. Rhino Hero. Bad Rodach, Haba, 2011. 

http://analoggamestudies.org/2014/08/reinventing-analog-game-studies/
https://meeplelikeus.co.uk/on-board-game-accessibility/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-coventry-warwickshire-48483746
http://tinyurl.com/x-card-rpg
http://analoggamestudies.org/2014/08/reinventing-analog-game-studies/
http://analoggamestudies.org/2017/05/who-has-access-making-accessible-play-spaces-in-minecraft-for-children-with-autism/
http://analoggamestudies.org/2017/05/who-has-access-making-accessible-play-spaces-in-minecraft-for-children-with-autism/


 

 

the game to make it more accessible to her, as (at the moment) these rules would make the game 

too complicated for her to enjoy the game. 

While this translation of the rules is accessibility focused, there are also times when games are 

translated across languages at the table (or playing space). One typical instance would be where not 

all players can read the language the game is written in. For example: a family in China playing a 

game with English rules, or an American gaming group playing a German language game that 

someone has brought back from Essen. Here, at least one player needs to linguistically mediate – 

translate – the text for the other players to a level that they understand the mechanics of the game. 

This might involve elements of simplification, or leaving out complex aspects until they are 

encountered in the game, or in other ways paraphrasing the rule set to allow players to play it. The 

same process can take place intralingually, too, as one player explains a game to other players who 

have not read the rules. While this seems different from the sorts of translations I have been 

discussing above, as it is not written down and is somewhat improvised, in both the interlingual and 

intralingual cases it is still an action which seeks to translate the materials of the game for a new 

audience. It therefore can be considered part of the range of “translational actions” discussed by 

translation theorist Christiane Nord: 21 not necessarily translations in the textual sense, but actions 

which seek to mediate texts for an audience that cannot access (linguistically or for other reasons) 

the source. 

One of the reasons this sort of translation has not been researched is its ephemerality: there are 

seldom any records of the changes made. In many ways, it resembles the way in which Michel de 

Certeau characterizes common approaches to reading: “to receive [a text] from someone else 

without putting one’s own mark on it.” Yet, de Certeau continues, reading is a far more active 

activity than this: the reader “invents something different in texts than they ‘intended.’” 22 Playing 

games resembles this more active reader as the texts themselves are more open than novels,23 but 

also because games are commonly adapted and translated in a variety of ways in a play situation to 

fit the different group (in the sense of the people around the table or playing space) that are playing. 

While this tends not to be recorded by most groups, it could be if an ethnographic approach to 

analog gaming was used, by, for example, observing public games at conferences.24 

Translation, variation and global culture 

I have stressed the formal and informal, or textual and ad hoc, senses of translation in relation to 

board games in order to demonstrate the complexity of the ways in which games are translated and 

adapted. Translation is a significant part of the playing of board games, both in the spread of the 

games themselves and also in the ways in which games are tweaked, altered and adapted in a play 

situation to make them accessible to players. It’s this accessibility that translation represents: being 

able to access a game that was originally written in another language or being able to play a game 

that has been altered in order to fit the playing group. As I’ve argued, there is an intergenerational 

 
21 Christiane Nord. Translation as a Purposeful Activity: Functionalist Approaches Explained. Manchester, St 
Jerome, 1997, pp. 15-26. 
22 Both quotes in this paragraph from Michel de Certeau. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans. Steven Rendall. 
Berkeley, University of California Press, 1984, p. 169. 
23 Evans, p. 18. 
24 This obviously brings with it the various ethical questions (of informed consent, for example) that need to be 
addressed when undertaking ethnographic research. For an example of such ethnographic research of 
translational situations in a political context, see Nicole Doerr. Political Translation: How Social Movement 
Democracies Survive. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2018. 



 

 

aspect to this as the person undertaking the translation uses their knowledge of the game or rules 

system in order to make it accessible to other players who are not so familiar with it. 

These variations in game play bring about a question of the ontology of games: how far can one alter 

a game before it becomes a different game? Is my simplified way of playing Rhino Hero, for instance, 

a different game to the published version? Is Catan a different game to Die Sedler von Catan [the 

original German version]? The answer to me appears to be a bit of both “yes” and “no.” C. Thi 

Nguyen argues that games have a “prescriptive ontology”: in other words, you encounter games as a 

game and the social understanding of what a game is means that you play by the rules of the game, 

rather than, for example, playing Catan by throwing its hexes across the room.25 While this example 

might be one way of playing with the Catan material, it’s not how you play the game Catan, which 

looks in many ways like the German language version of the game. A translated game still offers very 

similar rules and very similar gameplay experience, bearing in mind that games are experienced 

differently when playing with different players and different situations. And yet alterations to a 

game do change the playing experience, too, so that the game is ever so slightly different when 

translated across languages or for different groups.  

However, some games also come with variations as part of the rules, suggesting that there is often 

more than one legitimate way of playing a game. For example, in Ghostbusters: Protect the Barrier 

players can choose four different variations of the game play, which involve slightly different 

possibilities as the game develops. One version is “Basic Battle”, which is the default way to play and 

where player characters can collect the paranormal energy devices in any order. “Advanced 

adventure,” on the other hand, includes extra cards, doors that shut, and the energy devices need to 

be collected in order. The playing experience of these two versions is quite different, with one 

requiring more strategic planning than the other and different degrees of tension. Yet they are the 

same game, even though they are different. This feels paradoxical unless we accept that games 

themselves are understood in a way that allows for variations in them: we accept that each game 

can have multiple variations, both formal and informal, while not turning into a different game. 

When a game is significantly, as for example the relation of Catan Junior to Catan, then it does 

become a different game but with an intertextual link to the original game. Wittgenstein argued that 

games are a “blurred concept,” as the concept of games includes many possible variations.26 

Individual games, too, have a sort of blurry ontology that recognises them as being the same game 

even when played in different ways (variants, versions, languages).27 

A short example can demonstrate here the way in which a game can be altered and still be 

understood as the same game. Little Wizards is a translation of the game Contes Ensorcelés, written 

by Antoine Bauza, who is well known as a game designer, notably for Seven Wonders.28 The French 

game was originally published as two separate volumes, whereas the English translation uses only 

one volume. Two translators are named, Franck Florentin and Amanda Valentine, but Valentine is 

also credited with development of the game. Already, these paratextual features suggest that the 

 
25 C. Thi Nguyen. “The Right Way to Play a Game.” Game Studies 19.1 (2019). 
http://gamestudies.org/1901/articles/nguyen 
26 Ludwig Wittgenstein. Philosophical Investigations. Trans. G.E.M. Anscombe. Oxford, Blackwell, 1974, §71. 
27 In this they differ from printed works like novels, which, despite variation in interpretation, have a fixed 
form. That said, book history and genetic criticism (the analysis of the drafts of a work) have questioned some 
of this fixity in relation to literary texts. 
28 Antoine Bauza. Little Wizards. Trans. Franck Florentin and Amanda Valentine. Portland, OR, Crafty Games, 
2013; Antoine Bauza. Contes Ensorcelés [Bewitched Tales]. Anglet: Septième Cercle, 2. Vols., 2005-2007; 
Antoine Bauza. Seven Wonders. Brussels, Repos Production, 2010. 

http://gamestudies.org/1901/articles/nguyen
http://gamestudies.org/1901/articles/nguyen
http://gamestudies.org/1901/articles/nguyen


 

 

game itself has been altered from the French original. Furthermore, the blurb on the back of the 

book mentions “updated rules and game content,” again highlighting the differences from the 

French game. In an interview with Apathy Blog, Valentine mentions the many changes, ranging from 

the addition of advice for the “narrator” (the gamesmaster of the system), to addition of material in 

one of the adventures, and general “streamlining” of the rules. This goes beyond the usual role of 

the translator understood as solely someone who mediates linguistic content, yet fits the idea of the 

translator of someone who adapts a text to a different audience that I discussed earlier. As such, 

although there are differences in the content of the book and how it is presented, as well as the fact 

that it is in a different language, Little Wizards is still a translation of Contes Ensorcelés and anyone 

familiar with one would be able to play the other with little difficulty, recognising it as the same 

game. 

This acceptance of variation brings us back to the question of games as part of global culture, due to 

the variation of games as they are translated and distributed around the globe. Games are played in 

different languages and versions, with various adaptations for each game group. Yet they are 

recognisably the same games. This sort of variation of how games get played suggests that, rather 

than saying there is a thriving global gaming culture, it would be more precise to say that there are 

multiple thriving gaming cultures that are spread across the globe. These gaming cultures may 

approach games slightly differently or have different preferences in which games to play. Some have 

more power and visibility than others: the English-language gaming culture seems more obviously 

visible, due to the use of English on websites like Board Game Geek and the influence of blogs and 

shows like The Dice Tower. Similarly, the German-language gaming culture shows its influence 

through global importance of the Spiel des Jahres [Game of the Year] awards. Such awards affect 

what games get translated and distributed in other countries as they function as a marker of 

prestige (and to some extent affect the market value of a game). 

To conclude, I’ve been arguing that discussing games without reference to translation risks ignoring 

the multiple, complex relationships between gaming production in different countries and the way 

in which games circulate, which is influenced by forms of prestige and visibility, some of which are 

affected by the patronage of major international games companies. If we look at analog gaming – 

and I have focused on board and role playing games here but the same issues can be discussed in 

relation to card games, live action roleplaying (LARP) and other forms of analog games – as a global 

activity, we see that it is always and everywhere mediated by forms of translation. Analysing these 

forms in more depth, in case studies or theoretical work, reveals the complexity of games as cultural 

texts, especially due to what I’ve called their blurry ontology, as well as their relation to gaming 

cultures and practices in different locations. 

Importantly, I’ve argued that translation is a form of rewriting for different audiences and therefore 

is an intergenerational practice. However, I do not mean intergenerational in the literal sense of 

from parent to child – though this is indeed a possibility as parents do translate games for their 

children (as I discussed in relation to Rhino Hero). Rather, by intergenerational I have meant that 

people with knowledge of a game or gaming system that others do not have translate the game or 

system in such a way that the game or system becomes accessible to the people without knowledge 

of it. While this formulation is somewhat clunky, it allows openness as to what translation can be: it 

can be across languages, it can be a formal process, or it can be intralingual and informal, as the 

various examples of translation that I’ve discussed in the article demonstrate. 

http://apathyblogs.blogspot.com/2013/08/little-wizards-interview-with-amanda.html
https://boardgamegeek.com/
https://www.dicetower.com/
https://www.spiel-des-jahres.de/


 

 

Translation is, therefore, a way of spreading texts and cultural practices. 29 In a very concrete sense, 

translation introduces games (and other texts) to new audiences. In terms of games and the gaming 

hobby, the hobby of gaming is spread through acts of translation at the interpersonal level – “hey! 

Have you played Carcassonne? No? I’ll explain it” – and on the level of translation of game rules for 

games publishers for different linguistic markets. While it’s true that individuals can teach 

themselves game rules, and some can read games in more than one language, in practice game 

playing will involve some mediation of those rules to others in order to be able to play as a group. 

And, as I’ve written, it is also common for gaming groups (both formal and informal) to have various 

forms of house rules that translate and adapt the game for their specific needs or preferences. Such 

possible variability in games means that they can be introduced to many different players and are, 

potentially, a democratic form of culture. Yet if they are introduced to different players with 

different needs, then problematic aspects, such as the orientalist imagery of many European games, 

or the lack of representation of disabled characters or the LGBT+ community in board and role 

playing games, 30 will need to be rethought to make games more inclusive and accessible to their 

new audiences. Thinking about the translation of games reveals, then, the way in which games and 

gaming cultures are spread, and highlights the importance of such spreading to inclusivity in game 

design.31 

 
29 On the importance of spreadability and the current media ecosphere, see Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford and 
Joshua Green. Spreadable Media: Creating Value and Meaning in a Networked Culture. New York: New York 
University Press, 2013. 
30 Faidutti; Tanya Pobuda. “Assessing Gender and Racial Representation in The Board Game Industry.” Analog 
Game Studies 5.4 (2018). http://analoggamestudies.org/2018/12/assessing-gender-and-racial-representation-
in-top-rated-boardgamegeek-games/; Shelly Jones. “Blinded by the Roll: The Critical Fail of Disability in D&D.” 
Analog Game Studies 5.1 (2018). http://analoggamestudies.org/2018/03/blinded-by-the-roll-the-critical-fail-
of-disability-in-dd/ 
31 Thanks to Ernesto Priego, Ting Guo and Aaron Trammell for their comments on earlier versions of this 
article. 

http://analoggamestudies.org/2018/12/assessing-gender-and-racial-representation-in-top-rated-boardgamegeek-games/
http://analoggamestudies.org/2018/12/assessing-gender-and-racial-representation-in-top-rated-boardgamegeek-games/
http://analoggamestudies.org/2018/03/blinded-by-the-roll-the-critical-fail-of-disability-in-dd/
http://analoggamestudies.org/2018/03/blinded-by-the-roll-the-critical-fail-of-disability-in-dd/
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