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Chapter 1: The First Light

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]I did not begin this research because I wanted to make another heritage game.

I began because I became increasingly uncomfortable with the way intangible cultural heritage is often presented in digital media. Too frequently, heritage is reduced to something that can be looked at, collected, or consumed. Beautiful costumes become decorative assets. Traditional architecture becomes environmental scenery. Ancient stories become narrative backgrounds. Although these digital representations may increase visibility, I began to question whether visibility alone could ever be mistaken for transmission.

As UNESCO (2003) reminds us, intangible cultural heritage is not simply a collection of cultural objects or historical information. It exists through practice. It survives because people continue to perform, reinterpret, and pass it to others. If participation disappears, heritage does not merely become forgotten—it becomes disconnected from the living communities that give it meaning. This distinction has gradually become the foundation of my research. During my master's studies, I explored the relationship between digital games and Chinese intangible cultural heritage through several design projects. At first, my attention was drawn to the visual richness of traditional culture. I admired the colours of shadow puppetry, the elegance of paper-cutting, and the symbolic language embedded within Chinese folk art. Like many designers, I believed that respectful visual representation might be enough to communicate cultural value. However, the more I studied these traditions, the more uncertain I became.

I realised that many heritage-inspired games successfully reproduce cultural appearances while leaving the cultural experience largely untouched. Players may remember how heritage looks, yet struggle to understand why it exists, how it is practised, or what forms of knowledge it carries. The game communicates images but not relationships; symbols but not meanings; history but not living culture. This realisation fundamentally changed the questions I wanted to ask. Instead of asking how games can represent heritage, I began asking how games might participate in its transmission. This shift may appear subtle, but it changes everything. Representation focuses on accuracy.Transmission focuses on continuity. Representation asks whether the image is faithful. Transmission asks whether the experience remains meaningful. Representation is concerned with what heritage is. Transmission asks what heritage continues to become.
These questions have become increasingly urgent as digital technologies reshape the ways in which culture is encountered, learned, and shared. Younger generations often experience cultural traditions through online platforms, interactive media, and digital entertainment long before they encounter them in museums or community festivals. Rather than viewing games as distractions from culture, I believe it is necessary to ask whether they can become meaningful spaces in which cultural participation takes place. This belief does not suggest that games should replace traditional cultural practice. Nor do I believe that every form of heritage ought to become a digital game. Instead, I argue that if digital games are already becoming one of the dominant cultural languages of contemporary society, then researchers and designers have a responsibility to ask what kinds of cultural knowledge these systems are capable of carrying. Games are not simply stories that happen to be interactive. They are systems of action. Players learn through decision-making, repetition, experimentation, failure, cooperation, and discovery. These characteristics distinguish games from many other forms of digital media. They create opportunities not only to observe culture but also to participate within carefully designed systems of meaning. This possibility is what motivates my research.
Chinese shadow puppetry provides the context through which I intend to investigate these questions. I chose shadow puppetry not because it is disappearing, nor because it requires technological rescue, but because it demonstrates particularly well the complexity of intangible cultural heritage. It combines craftsmanship, performance, storytelling, music, movement, symbolism, and collective memory within a single cultural practice. It reminds us that heritage is never merely an object to be preserved; it is a process that continues to evolve through participation. My ambition, therefore, is not simply to produce a game about shadow puppetry. Nor is it to create a digital archive disguised as entertainment. I hope to design a game that treats gameplay itself as a space for cultural learning, interpretation, and participation. Perhaps this ambition will fail. Perhaps some aspects of cultural practice cannot be translated into game systems without losing something essential. If that proves to be true, then understanding those limitations is equally valuable knowledge. Practice-based research does not begin with certainty. It begins with making, testing, questioning, and reflecting. The game I eventually create is therefore not the destination of this research but its primary method of thinking.

Ultimately, this project is motivated by a simple conviction. If intangible cultural heritage continues to live through participation, then we must pay greater attention to the forms of participation that define contemporary life. Games are one of those forms. Whether they are capable of transmitting heritage remains an open question. That is precisely why this research must exist.














Chapter 2: Other Voices 
Part 1

The discussion has already begun.

UNESCO is the first to speak. “Before we discuss games, technology, or design, we should first remember what intangible cultural heritage actually is.” The 2003 Convention defines intangible cultural heritage through practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, and skills recognised by communities, groups, and, where appropriate, individuals as part of their cultural heritage. These practices are transmitted from generation to generation, but they are also continually recreated in response to changing social, historical, and environmental conditions (UNESCO, 2003). Heritage, in this sense, cannot be reduced to an object that can simply be preserved and stored. Its continued existence depends upon transmission, recognition, participation, and the social conditions through which cultural practices remain meaningful. There is something reassuring about this definition. It has become an important foundation for contemporary discussions of intangible cultural heritage because it shifts attention away from the preservation of isolated cultural objects and towards the continuation of living practices. UNESCO later makes this position even more explicit: safeguarding is concerned with the transmission of knowledge, skills, and meaning, while allowing heritage to continue evolving rather than fixing it in an imagined original form (UNESCO, 2003).

Laurajane Smith leans forward. “Then perhaps we should question the assumption that heritage simply exists, waiting to be preserved.” In *The Uses of Heritage*, Smith challenges the idea that heritage possesses an inherent value independent of social interpretation. Instead, she understands heritage as a cultural process through which people construct, negotiate, remember, perform, and affirm particular meanings and identities (Smith, 2006). Heritage therefore involves acts of participation and interpretation; it is produced through relationships between people and the past rather than contained solely within objects, sites, or historical representations. She pauses before continuing. “If heritage is a cultural process, then transmission cannot be reduced to the transfer of information. What is transmitted is always interpreted, performed, and given meaning within particular social contexts.” I underline the phrase *cultural process* in my notebook. It feels important.

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett smiles gently. “Laurajane, I think we are closer than you imagine. But I would take the argument one step further.” Her emphasis falls on a single word: **produced**. In her account of intangible heritage, heritage does not simply refer to pre-existing cultural forms that are later identified and protected. It is produced through processes of selection, framing, representation, interpretation, and performance that transform cultural practices into heritage within particular historical and institutional circumstances (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2004). Heritage is therefore also a form of *metacultural production*: culture becomes the object of reflection, representation, and intervention. I begin to realise that the three positions are already beginning to pull heritage in different but connected directions. UNESCO emphasises continuity and transmission; Smith draws attention to heritage as cultural process and social practice; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett exposes the ways in which heritage itself is constructed and produced. Perhaps these are not competing definitions so much as different layers of the same problem.

Someone has placed a game controller on the table.

Ian Bogost finally decides to speak. “You have all been discussing heritage through practices of meaning-making, but what happens when those practices are translated into a computational system?” He picks up the controller. “Games do not simply represent systems. They model them, constrain them, and ask players to act within them.” In *Persuasive Games*, Bogost develops the concept of **procedural rhetoric**, arguing that videogames can make arguments through processes and rule-based systems, allowing players to encounter particular ways of thinking through interaction rather than through representation alone (Bogost, 2007). “A player does not simply look at a rule,” he continues. “They experience its consequences.” This distinction begins to matter for heritage. If intangible heritage includes ways of doing, embodied knowledge, performance, and culturally situated practice, then a game may offer a form through which some aspects of that cultural logic can be encountered through action, choice, repetition, and consequence.

Erik Champion turns towards the controller. “And this is where digital heritage needs to look beyond reconstruction.” Across the development of virtual heritage, digital technologies have enabled the reconstruction and visualisation of historical places, objects, environments, and cultural contexts, opening forms of access that were previously difficult or impossible to achieve. Yet Champion's work also questions what happens when digital heritage becomes primarily concerned with making the past visible. His discussions of virtual heritage and game-style interaction place greater emphasis on interaction, exploration, critical engagement, and the ways digital environments can structure experiences of cultural and historical material (Champion, 2016, 2021). A digital reconstruction can make a heritage site accessible, but interaction creates another question: what does the user actually do within that representation, and what forms of understanding emerge from those actions?

I finally find the courage to speak. “Then perhaps participation is the missing link. If games allow participation, does participation automatically become cultural transmission?”

During my master's research, I analysed and experimented with several games inspired by Chinese intangible cultural heritage. Many of them were visually beautiful. Traditional costumes, architecture, decorative motifs, and historical settings were carefully reproduced, giving players opportunities to encounter cultural imagery within a digital environment. Yet afterwards, I found myself asking a different question. What exactly had been transmitted? Had players encountered something about the cultural practice itself, or had they primarily consumed a digital representation of its visual signs? A game can reproduce the appearance of heritage while leaving its underlying practices untouched. It can provide access without necessarily creating understanding.

The room becomes quiet.

UNESCO reminds me that intangible heritage survives through recognition, transmission, and continued recreation. Smith reminds me that heritage is enacted as a cultural process in which meanings are continually negotiated. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett shows that heritage is also produced through acts of framing, interpretation, and intervention. Bogost demonstrates how games can generate meaning through procedural systems, while Champion draws attention to the possibilities and limitations of digital and virtual approaches to heritage engagement. Each perspective illuminates part of the problem, but none resolves it completely.

Perhaps this is where the real question begins.

If intangible cultural heritage is sustained through living practice, and if games generate meaning through interaction, what happens when the practice itself becomes part of the interaction?

That question has remained with me.

Part 2
We have spoken about heritage, participation, games. If I build a game, what exactly am I producing? A design? An artefact? Or knowledge?

Donald Schön looks at me. “You are all asking the researcher to justify her design before she has designed anything. That is impossible.” Schön continues. “Every design decision changes the problem. Every prototype talks back. Every unexpected outcome asks another question.” He smiles. “That is reflection-in-action.” I recognise the phrase immediately. I have experienced it many times without knowing its name. The prototype refuses to behave as intended. A mechanic feels awkward. A puzzle confuses players. An animation changes the rhythm of interaction. None of these moments feels like failure. They feel like the design answering back. Perhaps thinking does not happen before making. Perhaps thinking happens because of making. Nigel Cross has been watching the conversation carefully. “Donald is right. But I think we should go further.” “Scientists have their way of knowing. Historians have theirs. Designers think differently. Design is not simply the communication of ideas. Design is itself a way of generating knowledge.” The sentence lands heavily. I look at the unfinished sketches inside my notebook. Some are crossed out. Some make little sense. Some eventually became prototypes. I had always treated them as preparation. Cross seems to suggest something different. Perhaps they are already evidence.

Christopher Frayling opens three blank sheets of paper. Across the first he writes: esearch INTO Art and Design. Across the second: Research FOR Art and Design. Across the third: Research THROUGH Art and Design. "Which one are you doing?" I answer almost immediately. “Research through Design.” Frayling continues. “Too many researchers behave as though the artefact is merely an illustration of knowledge that already exists.” He gently moves the third sheet closer. “But if your research is truly conducted through design, the artefact is part of the argument.” His words are unsettling. For years I believed my future game would demonstrate conclusions reached elsewhere. Perhaps the game is where the conclusions begin.
Tim Ingold places the unfinished object in the middle of the table. “We often imagine making as imposing an idea onto material.” He slowly shakes his head. “Materials respond. They resist. They invite. They surprise. The maker does not simply shape the material. The material also shapes the maker.” He continues. “Knowledge grows through correspondence.” I suddenly think about my own design process. Sometimes I begin with a mechanic. Sometimes with a cultural practice. Sometimes with an animation inspired by shadow puppetry. Yet none of these survives unchanged. Every iteration alters the original idea. The game changes because I change. I change because the game changes. Perhaps that is what practice-based research actually feels like. 

The discussion has shifted. The real question has always been how knowledge comes into existence. Schön believes knowledge emerges through reflective action. Cross argues that designers possess their own epistemology. Frayling insists that designing can itself become research. Ingold reminds us that making is a process of continual correspondence between people and materials. Together, they ask me a difficult question. If knowledge grows through practice, then why do I keep treating practice as something secondary? I close my sketchbook. For the first time today, I no longer feel that I am defending my methodology. UNESCO reminded me that heritage survives through transmission. Smith argued that heritage exists through participation. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett showed that heritage is continually produced. Bogost suggested that games communicate through systems. Champion demonstrated that interaction creates new forms of cultural engagement. Now Schön, Cross, Frayling, and Ingold have shifted the question once again. They have asked not what heritage is, nor what games are, but how designing allows knowledge to emerge. Suddenly my own research appears differently. Perhaps I am not designing a game to explain Chinese shadow puppetry. Perhaps I am using the process of designing a game to discover what aspects of shadow puppetry can, and cannot, be translated into interactive experience. If the design succeeds, it will reveal possibilities. If it fails, it will reveal limits. Either way, it will produce knowledge.







Chapter 3: Before the Shadow

People often ask me when my research began. I never know how to answer.
The official version is easy. I could say that it began when I started my doctoral programme. Or perhaps during my master's degree, when I first explored the relationship between digital games and Chinese intangible cultural heritage. Both answers are factually correct. Neither feels true. Research does not begin with registration forms. Nor does it begin with a proposal. It begins much earlier, usually before we realise we have started asking questions. Sometimes I think my research began the first time I noticed that culture could disappear without anyone intending it to. Not disappear completely. Disappear quietly. One performance cancelled. One craftsperson retired. One story told less often. Nothing dramatic. Nothing that would appear in the news. Yet somehow the world became slightly smaller.

I grew up surrounded by things that I never considered unusual. Traditional festivals. Paper decorations. Old stories repeated by older relatives. Objects whose meanings no one thought needed explaining. Only after leaving home did I realise how much of culture survives because someone continues to practise it. Not because someone preserves it. That distinction has stayed with me ever since. When I began studying game design, I did not imagine that it would lead me back towards cultural heritage. Like many students, I was fascinated by interaction. Mechanics. Systems. Player experience. I admired games that solved design problems elegantly. I enjoyed analysing why certain mechanics felt satisfying while others failed.
At that time, culture and gameplay seemed to belong to different conversations. One belonged to museums. The other belonged to studios. I had no reason to believe they would eventually become the same research. Then I encountered my first heritage-themed games. At first, I was impressed. The environments were beautiful. Traditional architecture had been reconstructed with remarkable detail. Historical costumes moved gracefully across carefully designed landscapes. Everything looked authentic. Everything looked respectful. Everything looked complete. Yet after playing them, I found myself remembering surprisingly little. I remembered colours. Characters. Buildings. Screenshots. I remembered almost nothing about the cultural practices those images were supposed to represent. The experience unsettled me. Not because the games were poorly designed. Many were excellent. But because I realised that visual fidelity and cultural understanding were not the same achievement. That thought refused to leave.

During my master's research, I tried to answer it. Like many beginning researchers, I believed I needed the correct methodology before I could begin designing. I spent weeks reading. Months reading. Sometimes entire afternoons disappeared beneath stacks of journal articles. Every paper seemed to offer another framework. Another definition. Another model. The more I read, the less certain I became. Eventually I realised something embarrassing. I had been treating theory as permission. As though one more article would finally allow me to start making. Of course it never happened. At some point I simply opened Unity. Not because I had solved the problem. Because I had become tired of waiting. Looking back, that moment taught me something I only understood much later. Making is not what happens after research. For designers, making is often where research begins. When I started my PhD, I thought I already knew my topic. I wanted to make a VR experience based on Chinese shadow puppetry. It sounded convincing. Immersive. Contemporary. Technically ambitious. People responded enthusiastically whenever I described it. The problem was that I slowly stopped believing my own explanation.
The more I discussed the project with supervisors, classmates, and myself, the more one uncomfortable question kept returning. Why VR? Was it because immersion genuinely answered my research question? Or because immersion had become fashionable? The question irritated me. Mostly because I could not answer it. I did something researchers rarely enjoy. I abandoned an idea I had spent months defending. Not because VR was unsuccessful. Because it was no longer necessary. For a while, this felt like moving backwards. Now I think it was the first genuinely doctoral decision I made. Research is not becoming more complicated. Sometimes it is becoming more honest.

Removing VR changed something unexpected. Without the technology dominating the conversation, I found myself paying much closer attention to the game itself. Not the headset. Not the graphics. The design. How does a player learn? How does curiosity emerge? How does a mechanic communicate meaning without words? Can failure become cultural learning? Can repetition become cultural memory? These questions were quieter than my original proposal. They were also much harder. I realised I was no longer designing a game about heritage. I was investigating whether game design itself could become part of heritage transmission. The difference is subtle. It is also the reason I am still doing this research. People sometimes assume that research is driven by confidence. My experience has been the opposite. Every important decision I have made began with uncertainty. Choosing shadow puppetry. Questioning representation. Leaving VR behind. Redefining transmission. None of these moments felt decisive. Most felt uncomfortable. Looking back, I no longer think uncertainty is the opposite of research. I think uncertainty is its natural condition. Perhaps that is why I enjoy design. Design never promises certainty. It promises another iteration. Another prototype. Another conversation with the work itself.

If someone asked me today why I chose Chinese shadow puppetry, I could give several academic answers. It combines narrative, performance, craftsmanship, music, movement, symbolism, and collective memory. It has been recognised by UNESCO. It provides an excellent case study for intangible cultural heritage. All of these answers are true. None is complete. The more honest answer is simpler. Shadow puppetry resists simplification. It refuses to become only an image. It reminds me that culture is always larger than representation. Every time I think I understand it, another layer appears. That resistance is precisely why it remains worth studying. I do not know exactly what my final game will become. I suspect it will surprise me. Perhaps it should. If I already knew everything the game would teach me, there would be little reason to undertake the research. My responsibility is not to prove what I already believe. It is to remain attentive to what the process reveals, especially when it contradicts my expectations. Perhaps that is the quiet promise I made to myself when this research began, long before I knew how to describe it. Not to make a perfect game. Not to rescue heritage. But to stay curious enough that both the game and the research can continue to change me.















Chapter 4: The River Between

I sketched a river.

Because they remind me that knowledge moves. It gathers, branches, slows, changes direction, and sometimes disappears underground before emerging somewhere unexpected. The more I reflected on my own practice, the more I realised that my research is not a sequence of stages to complete. It is an ecology of relationships. Every part depends upon every other. At the source of this river lies intangible cultural heritage.

Not as a museum collection, nor as a historical archive, but as living cultural practice. Chinese shadow puppetry enters the river carrying stories, craftsmanship, music, performance, symbolism, and community memory. None of these elements exists independently. Remove one, and the character of the whole practice changes. Heritage, like a river, is sustained by many tributaries flowing together rather than by a single origin. Further downstream, I enter the river as a researcher.

I once imagined myself standing safely on the riverbank, observing culture from a distance before translating it into game design. Practice has taught me otherwise. The moment I begin sketching mechanics, prototyping interactions, or simplifying cultural elements for gameplay, I am no longer outside the system. My decisions influence how heritage is interpreted, while the resistance of the design continually reshapes my own understanding. I do not simply study the river; I become one of its currents.

Between heritage and players stands the game.

I no longer think of the game as a destination or a container for cultural knowledge. Instead, I imagine it as a bridge. A bridge does not preserve either riverbank. It creates the possibility of crossing between them. Likewise, the game connects historical cultural practices with contemporary forms of participation. Whether that crossing succeeds depends not only on the design itself but also on those willing to walk across it.

Players then become active participants within this ecology. They do not receive heritage as fixed information. They explore, hesitate, experiment, misunderstand, interpret, and sometimes surprise me with perspectives I had never anticipated. Their experiences generate new questions rather than simply confirming existing assumptions. Interviews, observations, playtesting sessions, and reflective diaries therefore become less like methods of verification and more like tributaries returning fresh water to the main river.

These returning streams feed the iterative design process. Reflection informs redesign. Redesign reshapes player experience. New experiences generate further reflection. Knowledge emerges not from any single stage but from the continual movement between making, experiencing, questioning, and remaking. The ecology is sustained precisely because nothing remains static. 

Eventually, the river reaches open water. Not a finished game. Not a completed thesis. But a broader design framework that may travel beyond shadow puppetry to inform future heritage-centred game design. Like a river flowing into the sea, the knowledge produced through this project is intended to continue moving, adapting, and connecting with other forms of intangible cultural heritage. I used to believe that my task was to design a game.
Now I think my responsibility is something quieter. To understand the ecology through which culture continues to flow—and to design carefully enough that the river can keep moving.
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	Figure 1. Study ecological map



Chapter 5: When Things Move 

One afternoon, I spent almost three hours adjusting the movement speed of a shadow puppet. Nothing else changed: the story remained unfinished, the interface was still incomplete, and several animations were clearly broken. The prototype continued to contain more questions than answers. Only one value changed: “0.8” became “0.6”. When I finally closed Unity, I found myself staring at the screen for several minutes, and a question appeared almost involuntarily: “Was that research?” No article had been written, no interview had been conducted, and no theory had been tested. Nothing existed that could easily be described in a methodology chapter. And yet, something had changed. It was not only the movement of the puppet; my understanding of the game had changed with it.

For a long time, I believed that research happened when I was reading. Libraries felt like places where knowledge lived, bookshelves carried authority, and journal articles offered answers, while design happened afterwards as an application, a translation, or a practical consequence of theoretical understanding. I no longer hold this view. Reading remains essential, and theory helps me ask better questions, but theory has rarely told me how slowly a puppet should move before it begins to feel heavy rather than graceful. No paper has explained exactly when a player's hesitation becomes curiosity, and no framework has been able to predict the moment when an interaction suddenly feels meaningful. These things reveal themselves through practice, through the process of making, testing, observing, and reflecting on what emerges. Practice does not replace theory; it brings forward questions that theory alone cannot fully resolve.

Donald Schön once described professional practice as a conversation with the situation. For a long time, I interpreted this metaphorically. Now I understand it more literally: every prototype speaks back, sometimes quietly and sometimes stubbornly. A mechanic may refuse to communicate what I intended, a player may misunderstand something I believed was obvious, and a visual effect may overwhelm the interaction instead of supporting it. The design keeps answering my decisions with new questions, and the conversation never really ends because neither participant controls it completely.

There are days when nothing appears to happen. I redraw a menu, move an object slightly to the left, or delete a mechanic that took two days to build and replace it with something much simpler. If someone watched me for those hours, they might conclude that very little research had taken place. From the outside, it looks like editing; from the inside, it feels like thinking. Perhaps this is what Nigel Cross meant when he described designing as its own way of knowing. The significance lies in the fact that some forms of understanding become visible only while making decisions that cannot be resolved through analysis alone. The knowledge does not arrive fully formed; it emerges gradually through judgement.

This realisation changed the way I understand failure.

Earlier in my studies, I wanted prototypes to succeed. If players enjoyed the experience, I felt reassured; if they became confused, I assumed I had failed. Now I pay closer attention to confusion. Confusion is rarely comfortable, yet it often marks the precise location where something important is happening. Why did the player hesitate? Why did they ignore a mechanic that seemed obvious to me? Why did one interaction feel engaging while another remained forgettable? These moments have become some of the richest forms of data in my research, not because they confirm my assumptions, but because they challenge them.

Iteration therefore means something different from what I once imagined. I used to think iteration improved the design. Now I suspect it improves the question. Each version of the game removes one misunderstanding while revealing another, and as the prototype becomes clearer, so does the research. Sometimes the design changes because the question changes; sometimes the question changes because the design refuses to behave as expected. Either way, neither remains fixed for very long. Perhaps research progresses not by moving towards certainty, but by becoming increasingly precise about uncertainty.

Tim Ingold writes about making as a process of correspondence rather than control. I recognise that relationship every time I begin a new prototype. I never simply impose an idea onto the game. The materials answer back, the software imposes constraints, animation suggests possibilities I had not anticipated, and playtesting exposes assumptions I did not know I was making. The game gradually becomes something neither entirely planned nor entirely accidental.

At the same time, I notice something else changing: my own habits, my expectations, and even my understanding of heritage. The game is not the only thing under construction. So am I.
This has altered the way I think about intangible cultural heritage itself.

At the beginning of my research, I often spoke about transmitting culture through games. The phrase sounded straightforward, almost obvious. Now it feels much more complicated. Transmission is not simply the movement of information from one place to another, nor is it the faithful reproduction of historical knowledge. It is transformation without disappearance. Every generation receives culture differently, every designer interprets it differently, and every player experiences it differently. If nothing changes, heritage becomes static; if everything changes, heritage loses continuity. Design exists somewhere between these two conditions, and its responsibility lies in neither preservation nor invention alone, but in the careful negotiation between them.

Sometimes I wonder whether my research could have been completed without making a game. Perhaps I could have written about heritage, analysed existing games, interviewed designers, and reviewed literature. Those studies would certainly have produced valuable knowledge, but they would not have taught me what I have learned through making. They would not have shown me the uncertainty hidden within every design decision, nor revealed how often understanding emerges only after failure. Practice does not simply demonstrate knowledge; it generates the conditions through which new knowledge becomes possible.

When people ask what I produce during a week of research, I am no longer sure how to answer. Sometimes I produce a prototype, sometimes a mechanic, and sometimes only a better question. Increasingly, I think the last may be the most valuable outcome. Research is rarely transformed by perfect answers. It moves because someone learns to ask a more precise question than the one they asked yesterday.

I used to think practice was something I did. Now I think practice is something that continually reshapes the person doing it. Perhaps that is why I return to the studio each morning, not because I already know what I am looking for, but because making remains the most honest way I have found of discovering what I do not yet know.




Chapter 6: A Shadow in the Light 

Dear Master,

We have never met, and perhaps we never will. You may have spent your whole life sitting behind a white cloth screen, moving carved leather figures beneath the light while stories travelled through your voice and your hands. I have spent mine sitting in front of a computer screen, moving digital objects across another kind of stage. At first, these two worlds seemed impossibly far apart. Now I am no longer certain.

When I began this research, I thought I wanted to preserve your art. It sounded like an honourable ambition. People often say that heritage needs preserving: museums preserve, archives preserve, researchers preserve. I repeated those words many times without questioning them, until I realised something uncomfortable. Your art has survived for centuries without me. It survived because people continued performing it, because apprentices kept learning, because audiences kept returning, and because communities continued finding meaning in it. Perhaps preservation was never the right word.
I now think I misunderstood what I was trying to do. I cannot preserve your performance, nor can I recreate your lifetime of experience through polygons, animations, or game mechanics, and I should not pretend that I can. A game will never become shadow puppetry, and it should not try to. Instead, I have slowly begun to ask a different question: “How might a game encourage someone to become curious enough to walk towards your stage rather than away from it?”

Throughout this research, I have often worried about authenticity. I wanted every movement to feel respectful, every colour to feel appropriate, and every mechanic to avoid reducing your tradition to entertainment. Sometimes that responsibility felt impossibly heavy. I imagined you watching over my shoulder every time I deleted an idea or simplified a mechanic: “Would you approve? Would you recognise anything I had made?” Eventually, I realised that these questions could never be answered. This does not make them unimportant; it reveals that authenticity is not something I can grant myself. It belongs to the people who continue living the tradition. All I can offer is care.

There were many moments when I nearly abandoned this project. Some prototypes failed, while some ideas that sounded convincing in theory collapsed the moment players touched them. Sometimes I wondered whether games were simply the wrong medium, or whether culture loses something essential the moment it enters digital space. Perhaps it does. But I have also learned that every act of transmission changes what it transmits. Your own performances were never identical; every audience was different, every village was different, and every telling of the same story carried small variations. Perhaps change is not the enemy of heritage. Perhaps it has always been its condition for survival.

One day, someone may play the game I am designing. They may never hear your name, may never know how shadow puppets are carved, and may not remember every historical detail. At first, I thought that would mean I had failed. Now I think differently. If the game leaves them with a single question — “What is shadow puppetry?” or perhaps, “Where can I experience this for myself?” — then something important has already happened. Curiosity has begun. And perhaps curiosity is where transmission starts.

There is something I should confess. This research has changed me more than it has changed any prototype. When I first opened Unity, I believed I was building a game. Now I understand that I have also been rebuilding the way I think about culture. I no longer see heritage as something waiting to be rescued. I see it as something already alive. Not fragile, not frozen, simply waiting for new conversations. Perhaps my game will become one of those conversations. Perhaps it will not. Either way, I no longer believe that my role is to speak for your tradition. My responsibility is to listen carefully enough that my own work does not silence it.

I often wonder what you would think if you sat beside me while I worked. The software would probably seem unfamiliar, the code would almost certainly appear meaningless, and the digital puppets might even make you smile. Yet I hope one thing would still feel recognisable: the patience, the endless repetition, the willingness to begin again after failure, and the quiet belief that every small adjustment matters. Perhaps these things belong not to technology or tradition, but simply to making.

If this research succeeds, it will not be because I have translated shadow puppetry into a game. It will be because one more person chooses to care, not out of obligation and not simply because heritage is disappearing, but because they discover that culture is something they can participate in rather than merely observe. If that happens, your stories will continue travelling. Not exactly as before. But perhaps they were never meant to.
Chapter 7: The Longest Prototype 

When I began writing this book, I imagined that I was documenting my research. I believed the writing would follow the practice: the game would generate knowledge, and the book would describe it. The relationship appeared straightforward. Practice first. Writing afterwards. Yet, as the chapters gradually accumulated, that distinction became increasingly difficult to maintain. I no longer know where the design ended and the writing began. More importantly, I am no longer convinced that they were ever separate activities.

Each chapter asked me to write differently. At first, I thought this was simply an unusual assessment requirement: a manifesto, a dialogue, a monologue, a letter. These appeared to be literary forms rather than research methods. Only later did I realise that each form encouraged a different way of thinking. The manifesto forced me to articulate conviction before certainty; the dialogue prevented theory from becoming authority by allowing disagreement to remain visible; the monologue exposed assumptions I had not realised I was carrying into the research; and the ecological mapping reminded me that knowledge never emerges in isolation. The meditation slowed my attention until ordinary design decisions became worthy of reflection, while the letter transformed research from explanation into responsibility.

Looking back, I no longer see these chapters as different ways of presenting the same project. They became different ways of producing it.

Perhaps this has been the most unexpected lesson of all.

Writing did not merely record my thinking. Writing changed it. There were moments when I believed I understood my research, only to discover, halfway through a sentence, that I had been relying on ideas I could no longer defend. Some paragraphs disappeared because the research had evolved before the writing was finished, while others remained because they revealed uncertainties I had previously tried to hide. For the first time, I experienced writing as a design material rather than simply a means of communication. Like prototyping, writing resisted easy solutions. It asked questions, exposed contradictions, and demanded iteration.

The research question itself has not remained unchanged. At the beginning of my doctoral studies, I was primarily interested in how digital games might help preserve Chinese shadow puppetry, with the emphasis resting upon preservation. As my practice developed, the question gradually shifted towards transmission. Rather than asking how games could reproduce heritage, I became more interested in how game design might support meaningful cultural participation. Writing this book revealed another shift. Increasingly, I found myself asking not only what games might do for heritage, but what the process of designing heritage games could teach us about knowledge itself. The project therefore became simultaneously a study of cultural transmission and an exploration of design as a mode of inquiry. This transformation did not occur suddenly; it emerged gradually through making, writing, questioning, and rewriting.

Looking back, I also recognise how my understanding of practice-based research has changed. Earlier in my studies, I often imagined practice and writing as two complementary activities: practice generated experience, while writing analysed it. The relationship seemed almost sequential. I no longer think this description is adequate. The prototype changed the writing, the writing changed the prototype, player feedback reshaped my interpretation of theory, theory altered the next design decision, and reflection generated another iteration. Nothing remained in a fixed position for long. Instead of following a linear process, the research behaved more like an ecology in continual negotiation with itself. Perhaps practice-based research is not defined simply by making artefacts. Perhaps it is defined by remaining willing to let every part of the inquiry transform every other part.

One consequence of this realisation has been an increasing acceptance of uncertainty. Earlier versions of myself wanted stronger conclusions, cleaner arguments, and more convincing evidence. Now I am less interested in certainty than in precision. I have learned that uncertainty is not the absence of knowledge; it is often the condition that allows new knowledge to emerge. The most productive moments in this research rarely occurred when everything worked as expected. They appeared when a prototype behaved unexpectedly, when a player interpreted a mechanic differently from my intention, or when writing revealed an inconsistency that making alone had concealed. These interruptions gradually became the research.

This book has also changed the way I understand my role as a researcher. At the beginning of the project, I often imagined myself as someone responsible for representing heritage accurately. Today, I think my responsibility is different. I cannot speak on behalf of a cultural tradition, nor can I claim to preserve it through digital design. What I can do is create careful conditions in which meaningful encounters between people, design, and heritage may occur. The distinction is subtle, yet it has fundamentally altered the ethical position from which I approach this research. My task is no longer to translate culture into games; it is to design opportunities through which cultural understanding might continue to evolve.

Research has a quiet way of altering the person conducting it. I began this project believing I would make a game, yet somewhere along the way, I realised the game was also making me. It reshaped my assumptions about heritage, about design, about knowledge, and even about what it means to conduct research. Perhaps this mutual transformation is one of the least visible, yet most valuable, outcomes of practice-based inquiry.

This book therefore does not feel like the conclusion of a project. It feels more like the end of a particular iteration. The framework presented here will undoubtedly change as new prototypes are developed, while future players will reveal interpretations I cannot yet anticipate. Other forms of intangible cultural heritage may challenge the assumptions formed through shadow puppetry, and new technologies will create possibilities that do not yet exist. Rather than threatening the research, these future uncertainties give it continued relevance. A practice-based project should remain open enough to continue learning.

When I began this doctorate, I hoped to design a meaningful game. Today, I hope for something slightly different. I hope to remain the kind of researcher who is willing to let practice continue changing the questions I ask. Perhaps that is the most important outcome this book has produced. Not a finished framework. Not a definitive methodology. But a different way of paying attention.

I used to think that a thesis was something you completed. Now I think it is simply the longest prototype I have ever made. And, like every prototype, it is valuable not because it is final, but because it makes the next question possible.
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