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Abstract 

This paper reflects on the mediation of Japan as gameland for non-Japanese travelers, from a transmedial 
perspective. It uses a hybrid explorative method, including the analysis of a series of travel video guides, social 
media commentary, qualitative interviews with game travelers, and autoethnographic field notes. The research 
takes a starting point in the field, where the human action (of travelling or desiring to travel) is situated, and 
theorizes a posteriori, drawing from the theoretical fields of tourism studies, Japanese studies, and game studies. 
The writing of the paper wants to illustrate this process by including vignettes from the empirical data collection, 
so that they can enter a dialogue with the academic voice. The paper is based on the Keynote of the same name, 
that the author presented at The Replaying Japan 2020 Conference, organized by Liege Game Lab. 

 

Introduction 

This expedition started three years ago at a tiny 
cemetery in Itabashi, where a couple of graves and a 
memorial stone pay homage to the Shinsengumi samurai 
and mark the execution site of their leader. I had just 
conducted an interview nearby with a fan of the game 
franchise Hakuoki and she had mentioned the place, so I 
decided to pay it a visit. As I looked at the inscriptions, I 
could not help overhearing the conversation of two young 
Mexican women behind me. They were wondering if 
Kondou Isami’s head or body could possibly be buried here 
or if the grave was empty. Then they went on to discussing 
his leadership qualities, his mistresses and what he would 
think if he knew that he had been eclipsed by Hijikata in all 
anime and videogames. We got talking, and ended up going 
for an ice coffee to discuss locations related to beloved 
anime and games that they had planned to visit in their 
holiday.  

I had been interviewing Otome players in Tokyo for a 
couple of weeks by then. Previously, I had been playing 
games, listening to music and drama CDs, watching anime, 
buying manga and doujinshi, looking at merchandise and 
visiting fan home collections of all these things. However, 
before coming to this gravesite, I had not really considered 
that real places in the world (beyond commercial areas like 
Ikebukuro) could also be part of the transmedial ecology of 
Otome gaming. This is certainly odd, for I know that people 
enjoy visiting locations from their favourite books, films or 

games, and have done so myself. However, it was not until 
I heard the passion in the voices of the two game tourists 
that I came to realize how meaningful it was to experience 
such a site, precisely because of its connection to the rest of 
the transmedial ecology of products. I also noticed then that 
for foreigners like us, the attraction of game sites had 
another dimension that my Japanese interviewees 
understandably had not mentioned as anything special: the 
fact that they were in Japan.  

After that, I went on to visit many other “game sites” 
on and off during these three years. I also collected tourist 
guide books and watched amateur video guides that 
connected real world places to transmedial universes. I 
came to see place as a medium where transmedial meaning-
making occurs. How does this happen? What kind of 
experiences do places afford? What are game tourists 
looking for? How does Japan become a place of pilgrimage 
for foreign game enthusiasts? 

A Note on Method 

The work I present here is part of my ongoing project 
to map the different dimensions of experiencing 
transmedial worlds, which I have worked on and off on ever 
since Lisbeth Klastrup and I published our first paper on 
transmedial worlds in 2004 (Klastrup & Tosca, 2004). As 
such, it would be disingenuous to claim a fresh start for this 
particular investigation, since I have both been producing 
transmedial theory and close readings of different 
transmedial products for a long time. However, because of 
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Mediating the Promised Gameland - Tosca 

with new insights on the symbolic confluences of real and 
imaginary spaces. 

Tourism studies extensively deals with the subjectivity 
of both ethnography and tourism, building upon Bruners 
legacy (Leite et.al, 2019) in ways that can help 
contextualize this investigation. In Bruner’s perspective, 
the transformation of the self is the ultimate goal of the 
Western tourist, as the visited places become a fantasy 
fulfilling an essentially egoistical project (Bruner, 1991). 
His examination of tourist brochures to find out what is 
promised, what will be “remembered for a lifetime” has 
inspired me to interrogate the YouTube videoguides in the 
same way. Likewise, his observation that an ever 
improving tourist infrastructure makes the “authentic 
experience” even harder to find, is a tension in place in 
many of my interviews, with gamers mentioning active 
avoidance of the “trodden path”.  

The idea of the transformation of the self is considered 
more positively by Harrison (2019) whose attention to the 
ways in which affect connects places to personal stories 
(2019: 84) shines through my data. Places are interpreted 
and lived meaningfully in relation to the personal stories of 
the tourists, precisely because they have been previously 
meaningfully mediated. I am in this perspective of course 
also influenced by Urry and his idea of the tourist gaze as 
“constructed through mobile images and representational 
technologies” (2011: 15). There is, in this perspective, no 
completely innocent (unmediated) gaze, as Couldry & 
McCarthy (2004) have also eloquently demonstrated. 

In a historical perspective, pilgrimage was the first 
form of travel, aimed towards the spiritual but also heavily 
marketized, even in the middle ages. Later, the narrative of 
the Grand Tour emerges, as travelling becomes a way to 
widen the individual’s perspective and realize themselves. 
These ancient currents have also inspired media researchers. 
Couldry has for instance proposed the notion of “media 
pilgrimage” (2007), and Beeton, in her study of film-
induced tourism, shows how film provides meaningful 
markers to places for those who can decipher them. Her 
approach also fits transmedial tourism involving games: 

“Film-induced tourism has strong overtones of 
pilgrimage, with the tourist travelling (trekking) to sites 
considered sacred through their connection with fame and 
notions of fantasy. Film tourists collect memorabilia of 
places, actors and characters, taking them home along with 

6 Games codifying Japan as a playable object can be explicit or also try 
to mask it, as Navarro Remesal & Pérez Zapata note (2020). 

stories of fame that raise them up in the view of their peers. 
The intimate reaction of visitors to many sites can be highly 
emotionally charged, verging on the spiritual and mystical”. 
(Beeton, 2006: 44). Her work reveals a community 
dimension that was very prominent in my own material.  

There has also been some work specifically about 
videogames, dealing with the kinds of activities which 
videogames tourists prefer (Okamoto, 2015) or their 
motivations (Dubois & Gibbs, 2018). They will be useful 
later, when discussing the game tourist. 

In a specific Japanese context, the concept of content 
tourism has been proposed (Seaton & Yamamura, 2015; 
Seaton et.al., 2017) to refer to the purposeful visiting of 
sites from anime, manga or games. Most of this work deals 
with Japanese tourists, but some of the issues are also 
applicable to the Western audiences I have engaged with. 

Often, this research has a cultural industries 
perspective, related to the “soft power” of Japan and the 
“cool Japan” strategy (Seaton & Yamamura, 2015; 
Okamoto, 2014). However, commercial strategies are put 
in connection to a sort of new spirituality, where people 
establish alternative relationships and search for liminal 
spaces, like in Sugawa-Shimada’s study on rekijo (2015) or 
Yamamura and Okamoto’s use of the terms “sacred sites” 
and seichi junrei (Okamoto, 2015). Complicated questions 
of national identity arise in different ways, for what is 
essentially Japanese? This is not my focus here at all, but 
still, it is worth mentioning that for Japanese tourists “an 
idealized and imagined ‘Japanese identity’ and 
‘Japaneseness’”, disconnected from actual history and 
ideology, arises (Sugawa-Shimada, 2015). For the Western 
tourists I have talked to, this imagined country is even 
farther away from real history, but no less attractive. 

On a related note, both Rachael Hutchinson and Susan 
Napier mention travelling to iconic places as part of fan 
practises related to Japanese media culture. Both 
researchers are preoccupied with the nature of the 
imaginaries that are collectively constructed during these 
activities, as exemplified by the idea of fantasyscape 
(Napier, 2007) or Japan as a playable object (Hutchinson, 
2019).6 

The second overarching theoretical field I am building 
upon is the work on transmediality which I have done over 
the years with Lisbeth Klastrup (Tosca & Klastrup, 2019). 
We have had an experiential approach to the study of 
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