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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

While ambient, slow, and wholesome games have been around for a long time (e.g.,
Fizek 2022; Hjorth and Richardson 2020; Kagen 2022; Scully-Baker 2024), cozy as an
aesthetic signifier has become increasingly visible in recent years, carrying broad and
diverse connotations in discourses around digital media in general and videogames in
particular. Put in a nutshell, when used to describe videogames, it signifies a certain
look and feel, in a way that transcends the conventionalized boundaries of videogame
genres (e.g., Boudreau 2024; Pan and Bosman 2024). The observation that farming
sim Stardew Valley (2016), puzzle game Unpacking (2021), roguelike Cult of the Lamb
(2022), soft horror fishing game Dredge (2023), cooking sim Good Pizza, Great Pizza
(2023), afterlife management game Spiritfarer (2020), and even the aptly titled
PowerWash Simulator (2022) can be, and often are, described as “cozy” provides
evidence of the nebulousness of the category. Regardless, some key elements of
coziness are easy enough to point to: pastelly softness or playful vividity of both color
palettes and sounds, a degree of cuteness, game mechanics encouraging slowness
and repetition over fast-paced action, no imminent danger or frustration caused by
high difficulty. From a developers’ perspective, coziness can thus be taken to refer to
“the fantasy of safety, abundance, and softness” (Short et al. 2018, n.p.) that is
regularly evoked here. Cozy games’ themes often feature the management of natural
resources, interpersonal relationships, or real-life mundane scenarios like moving
house, or the day-to-day tasks and processes of a workplace. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
then, academic attention for the genre has increased since the COVID-19 pandemic
especially, with questions explored in the existing research including feminist and
inclusive design (e.g., Sullivan et al. 2023; Waszkiewicz and Bakun 2020), the politics
of care (e.g., Ruberg and Scully-Baker 2021; Waszkiewicz and Tyminska 2024),
capitalist critique or lack thereof (e.g., Bodi 2023; Seller 2021), and improvement to
mental health and wellbeing (e.g., Barr and Copeland-Stewart 2021; Bodi 2024).
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Against this background, we aim to develop another perspective on the aesthetic form
of at least some cozy games that is, however, meant to complement rather than
contest existing developers’ and researchers’ perspectives on coziness. Our starting
point is the observation that many of the aforementioned cozy games not only employ
what Juul (2019) would describe as an “independent style” in their overall audiovisual
design but also remediate (sensu Bolter and Grusin 1999) or transmaterialize (sensu
Schroter 2023) specific nondigital media technologies and practices as part of their
game spaces and storyworlds. Drawing on existing research from media studies (e.g.,
Cramer 2015), art history (e.g., Contreras-Koterbay and Mirocha 2016), literary
studies (e.g., Jordan 2019), and game studies (e.g., Thon 2025, on which the following
builds), we aim to conceptualize these specific remediation processes as postdigital
practices. Rather than emphasizing the “aesthetics of failure” (Cascone 2000) or
“glitch aesthetics” (Betancourt 2017; Menkman 2011) that continue to be salient
objects of discussion within discourses around the postdigital, our approach to
postdigital practices in current cozy games thus highlights the foregrounding of
nondigital aesthetics, technologies, and practices in a (post)digital context that seems
to also have a certain nostalgic appeal for at least some players (e.g., Garda 2013;
Heinemann 2014; Thibault 2016). The resulting analytical perspective can be applied
to a broad range of cozy games, allowing for a detailed exploration of how they afford
their players encounters with what may now increasingly appear as “obsolete”
technologies (e.g., the contributions in Wolf 2019) and, in doing so, further strengthen
the aforementioned “fantasy of safety, abundance, and softness” (Short et al. 2018,
n.p.) that characterizes the genre as a whole. In order to demonstrate the heuristic
value of the proposed analytical perspective, however, we also want to provide a
detailed case study of a specific cozy game and the postdigital practices it affords.

The cozy game we have chosen to analyze in more detail, Season: A Letter to the
Future (2023), is a painterly narrative exploration game from Canadian indie game
developer Scavengers Studio. Set in an alternative reality with light fantasy elements,
we play as Estelle, a young woman tasked with leaving her village to collect and record
as much of the world as possible before the impending (and rather ominous) change
in seasons. As Estelle cycles around the game spaces and the storyworld, she records
sounds with a vintage-looking tape recorder, takes pictures with a polaroid camera,
and scribbles down notes to preserve quotes from conversations had with non-player
characters. These mementos are then collated into a scrapbook, alongside a gallery of
Estelle’s hand-drawn decorative doodles and embellishments. The process of
scrapbooking is also how the game measures progression, with each chapter’s
completion making the next chapter available. The mechanics of scrapbooking are
rather straightforward in Season: The player-as-Estelle can increase or decrease the
size of images and texts, as well as rotate, layer, and move everything around. While
the scrapbook is designed to appear like a real-world book, and the audiovisual design
of Season generally highlighting the nondigital materiality of the tape recorder, the
polaroid camera, and the scrapbook, Estelle can also include sounds recorded in the
scrapbook, thereby breaking the illusion of materiality. The mechanical simplicity of
the game is further complimented by lyrical and contemplative writing, with most of
the content taking the form of monologues, performed by experienced voice actors,
many of whom were theater-trained. The visual style of the game is inspired by the
watercolor and oil landscapes of British illustrator and poster designer Norman
Wilkinson as well as the globally recognizable style of Studio Ghibli (Scavengers Studio
2022). Mechanically, stylistically, and affectively, Season thus encourage the players
to slow down, take in the environment, and focus on sensory stimuli, affording a
gameplay experience akin to a decidedly postdigital 10-hour-long guided meditation.
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