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“Romania. 2000. Objective status updated.” This is how Hitman: Contracts (Eidos
Interactive 2004) opens up, with an abrupt mission briefing that turns an entire
country into a target zone. Naturally, it is what one expected when starting a stealth
video game from the POV of a highly skilled assassin. What you don’t expect, though,
is how before any context can settle, Romania appears as a shorthand for an “other”
space: dark, peripheral, where random characters depicted as mentally ill people
ramble in Moldavian accents (“No, I'm not mad, these guys have all sorts of twins
downstairs in the cellar, they are manufacturing them like cars, believe me”) and
where medical staff talk about people as if they were cars (“This one has a broken
carburetor, I'll fix him and I'll change the oil as well”). The Romanian language, heard
here mostly by real-life players who do not understand it, is gritty, fragmented, and
serves not as cultural specificity, but as atmosphere: a soundscape of chaos and
pathology. In these first scenes, Romania becomes less a place and more an aesthetic
of otherness as routine strangeness, where the player learns to see Eastern Europe
through a filter of fear, decay, and narrative disposability. All this while, ironically,
passing through the hallways and rooms of a state-of-the-art medical institution that
for anyone living in Romania in the early 2000s would seem more science fiction than
reality.

Hitman: Contracts is far from alone in this strategy. Over the last few decades, the
action of several video games has been set in Romania or, more specifically,
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Transylvania. While some are the work of Romanian companies (Black the Fall, Square
Enix 2017) and others have been created by foreign developers (Resident Evil Village,
Capcom 2021, Castlevania, Konami 1984-2004, the upcoming Age of Zalmoxis, or
Hitman: Contracts itself), the common denominator is their reliance on a limited
number of tropes or aesthetic choices they associate with Romanian history. They
range from medieval rulers who inspired the myth of Dracula to the more recent
communist experience and from eerie folk to Eastern European hardmen, seemingly
in a restrictive typology loop. In game studies, these narratives are already being
investigated from the viewpoint of cultural representation, cultural geography (Ash &
Gallacher 2011), and cultural heritage (Balela & Mundy 2011), with a focus on issues
like cultural appropriation, exoticization, or Westernization: for example, Sisler (2008)
and El-Nasr et al. (2008) have discussed the depiction of the Middle East and Muslim
identity; Bembeneck (2013) has written about the homogenization of “barbarian”
peoples in narratives set in ancient Rome; and Fung (2014) has problematized the
tension between national identity and cultural hybridization in game development.
Video games referencing Romania or Romanianness constitute a prime candidate for
this kind of analysis, since so many of them use the space and the associated cultural
identity as a narrative device. Multiple scholars have addressed this very
phenomenon, writing about the problematic combination of “Romanian cultural
markers” and American architecture in Resident Evil Village (Martin 2021), about
“Balkanist villages” and their ahistorical domestication (Nae 2025), or about
dystopified and commodified communism (Réti 2023).

These approaches highlight the world-building mechanisms that contribute to the
hegemonic image of Romanianness in video games, allowing us to extract and
compare them. However, most studies resort to “close reading” (the detailed analysis
of a single game) and borrow from cultural studies and anthropology to formulate
their critique. What remains underexplored is the larger pattern, i.e. the array of
tropes and ideological dominants shared across seemingly unrelated titles. In other
words, not just how one game constructs Romania as other, but to what cumulative
effect is this construction reproduced. To address this, we propose a quantitative and
typological analysis of an extended corpus: video games (1) set at least partially in
Romania or featuring Romanian characters, (2) developed by foreign studios, which
provide “hetero-images” of Romanianness — “those images which characterize the
Other” (Beller & Leerssen 2007). Since no comprehensive database indexes narrative
location in videogames, our list will combine Wikipedia lists of games set in Romania
with those set in Transylvania. Our goal is to establish a dataset substantial enough to
reveal recurrent narrative and aesthetic patterns beyond anecdotal evidence.

We plan to examine how Romanian intersectional identity and spatiality are
narratively and visually constructed: whether locations are historically situated or
instead collapse periods into a timeless collage; whether Romanian characters are
individualized or reduced to anonymous groups of NPCs; whether language appears
as meaningful communication, as fragmented atmospheric noise, or replaced
altogether by accented English; and whether specific cultural references are deployed
in ways that would be legible to Romanian players but opaque to international
audiences. Ultimately, this study aims to trace how representational habits emerge
and circulate, and approaches Romania and Romanianness as a dynamic case study
for the sometimes predictable, otherwise surprising overlap of geopolitical
imagination, commercial genre expectations, and local culture.



ACKNOWLEDGMENT

This work was funded by the EU’s NextGenerationEU instrument through
the National Recovery and Resilience Plan of Romania - Pillar I1I-C9-18, managed by
the Ministry of Research, Innovation and Digitalization, within the project
entitled Networks of (Dis)similarities: The Circulation of Western Romance Literatures
in  Eastern Europe (NETSIM), contract no.760075/23.05.2023, code CF
292/30.11.2022.

REFERENCES

Ash, James, and Lesley Anne Gallacher. 2011. “Cultural geography and
videogames." Geography Compass 5.6 (2011): 351-368.

Balela, Majed S. and Darren Mundy. 2011. “Analysing Cultural Heritage and its
Representation in Video Games.” In Proceedings of DIGRA 2011 Conference:
Think Design Play.

Beller, Manfred, and Joseph Theodoor Leerssen, eds. 2007. Imagology: The
Cultural Construction and Literary Representation of National Characters: a
Critical Survey. Amsterdam, Rodopi.

Bembeneck, Emily Joy. 2013. “Phantasms of Rome: Video games and cultural
identity.” Playing with the Past: Digital Games and the Simulation of History,
edited by Matthew Wilhelm Kapell & Andrew B.R. Elliott, 77-90. Bloomsbury
Academic.

Capcom Development Division 1. 2021. Resident Evil Village. PC, PlayStation 4,
PlayStation 5, Xbox One, Xbox Series X/S. Osaka, Japan: Capcom.

Fung, Anthony YH. 2014. “Online Games and Chinese National Identities.” In
Cultural Policies in East Asia: Dynamics Between the State, Arts and Creative
Industries, edited by Hye-Kyung Lee & Lorraine Lim, 53-68. London: Palgrave
Macmillan.

IO Interactive. 2004. Hitman: Contracts. PC, PlayStation 2, Xbox. Copenhagen,
Denmark: Eidos Interactive.

Konami. 1986-2003. Castlevania [series]. Multiple platforms. Tokyo, Japan:
Konami.

Martin, Gareth Damian. 2021. “The Silent ‘v
https://bulletpointsmonthly.com/2021/06/23/the-silent-u-resident-evil-
village. Last accessed May 2026.

Nae, Andrei. 2025. “Romania in Resident Evil Village: Colonial Power Relations in
the Japanese-American-Romanian Imagological Triangle.” In Video Games
between Postcolonialism and Postcommunism, edited by Andrei Nae, 229-
247. Walter de Gruyter.

Réti, Zsofia 0. 2023. “An Actually Existing Dystopia: Othering Eastern Europe and
the Lived Experience of an Authoritarian Regime in Black: The Fall.” Studies in
Eastern European Cinema 14(1): 85-97.
https://doi.org/10.1080/2040350X.2022.2071523




Sand Sailor Studio. 2017. Black the Fall. PC, PlayStation 4, Xbox One. Bucharest,
Romania: Square Enix.

Seif EI-Nasr, Magy Seif, Maha Al-Saati, Simon Niedenthal, and David Milam. 2008.
“Assassin’s Creed: A Multi-Cultural Read.” LDG 2(3).

https://loading.journals.publicknowledgeproject.org/index.php/loading/articl
e/view/51

Sisler, Vit. 2008. “Digital Arabs Representation in video games.” European Journal
of Cultural Studies 11(2): 203-220.



