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ABSTRACT
This study explores how representations of Andalusian cultural heritage in the
Spanish digital game Blasphemous (The Game Kitchen, 2019) are perceived and
interpreted by its players. Anthropology has categorized cultural heritage into two
main aspects: tangible and intangible. The intangible facet encompasses social
customs, ethical values, beliefs, traditions, myths, and folklore. On the other hand, the
tangible aspect comprises music, dance, works of art, artifacts, language, festivities,
poetry, ceremonies, as well as knowledge and skills (Balela & Mundy, 2011).
Representations of both tangible and intangible cultural heritage are common in
commercial digital games (Chapman, 2016). The virtual and interactive nature of
digital games turns them into unique environments for the representation of cultural
heritage. The game, as the context in which cultural heritage is included and
represented, however, plays an important role in the way these representations are
experienced and interpreted by players (Luigini et al., 2019). According to
Copplestone (2017) there is a tension that exists between achieving historical
accuracy when representing characters, places, or narratives of cultural heritage in
games. This had led to some players reporting concerns about how particular nations
and cultures are represented in games. Furthermore, due to the interactive nature of
games, players actions in the game tend to have an impact in the context in which
these representations are embedded (Musichina, 2021). It is therefore relevant to gain
understanding of how players interact with, experience and interpret representations
of cultural heritage in games.

In this study we look into Blasphemous (The Game Kitchen, 2019), an Spanish
action-adventure game in the Metroidvania genre, set in the fictional region of
Cvstodia. This game is characterised by introducing references to imtangible cultural
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heritage such as religious traditions and symbols of Andalusian culture (e.g., Sevillian
pasos) and representations of tangible cultural heritage such as architecture and
monuments (e.g., Puente de Triana, Reales Alcázares). The game has been a great
success, reaching more than one million players in early 2021 (Devore, 2021).
Previous researchers have explored the content of the game (Venegas & Gutiérrez,
2021) and analysed its crowdfunding strategy (Arjona & Ruiz del Olmo, 2020).
Nevertheless, the perceptions of the representations of Andalusian cultural heritage in
Blasphemous remains unexplored. This study delves into how Andalusians perceive
the use of cultural heritage in the aesthetic and narrative aspects of Blasphemous.

Within the field of game studies, historical accuracy has been framed as “the
relationship between games and cultural-heritage” (Chapman et al, 2017, p.366).
Drawing on Copplestone’s (2017) discussion on how different backgrounds of players
affect cultural heritage’s understanding and enactment (Copplestone, 2017), we take
in account a constructionist approach (which focuses on the idea that history is
constructed through the perspectives of those who interpret it and this includes
interpretation of cultural heritage) and a deconstructionist approach (which considers
that historical accuracy is challenging considering that cultural heritage is constructed
and deconstructed as it is constantly negotiated by different people and generations).
By analysing Andalusians' interpretations of the representation of Andalusian cultural
heritage in Blasphemous, this study seeks to conceptually illuminate the
understanding of the term historical accuracy in relation to the representation of
cultural heritage in games.

Thus, this study provides an answer to the following research question: How do
Andalusians interpret the representation of Andalusian cultural heritage in the game
Blasphemous? Drawing on a document analysis of the game’s art book and on an
interview with one of its creators, we conducted semi-structured interviews with a
group of 15 Andalusians who have played the game. Considering the cultural
diversity that characterizes Andalucia, we aimed for an hetereogeneous group of
participants in terms of, for example, Andalusian origin, age and educational
background.. The data collected was analysed using thematic analysis by following
the six-step protocol as proposed by Braun & Clarke (2006) extensively used in
media and communication studies. The analysis was done using an abductive
approach (Vila-Henninger et al., 2022) in which Copplestone’s discussion of
historical accuracy was used for the selection of sensitizing concepts.

The interviewees report on their identification with the representation of Andalusian
cultural heritage in the game, and how this compares with their own conception of
cultural heritage represented. The analysis of the data shows that Andalusians label
the representations of cultural heritage in the game as accurate, rich and complex. It is
also discussed how interviewees value these representations, and what, from their
perspective, these representations could mean for Andalusian cultural heritage by
reaching a global audience. Despite the fact that many of the represented elements are
decontextualized, not composing a realistic representation of the traditions they
originally belong to, the interviewees still see a real value of these representations for
the dissemination and valorisation of Andalusian cultural heritage. Practically, we
envisage that this study’s insights will be useful for game developers curious about
understanding how gamers interpret the representation of cultural heritage.
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