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INTRODUCTION 
During this presentation I will discuss some of the methodological difficulties presented 

by digital games, particularly for those of us with an interest in close analysis, 

representation and cultural politics. These difficulties will be explored with reference to 

Bellour’s playful and melancholy essay, The Unattainable Text (1975).  Informed by 

Barthes’ work in S/Z, Bellour considers the difficulties associated with the textual 

analysis of music, image, theatre and especially film. While doing so, he makes points 

that are salient to the analysis of games. Two of these points will be explored in this 

presentation. The first relates to the difficulties of quotation. What does it mean to treat a 

fragment of a game as a quote, and then write about this quote? What is lost in this 

process, and what is the significance of this loss? Secondly, Bellour’s account suggests 

that the textual analysis of games does not depend on isolating particular aspects of the 

game as ‘textual’ in comparison to others. These issues will be explored in turn.  

 

QUOTATION AND GAMES   
For Bellour, the problem with textual analysis is that it relies on quotation, and yet media 

other than literature often proves unquotable. For music, he explains, “the score is fixed 

but performance changes” (p 22). Theatre, likewise, proves unquotable, due to its 

variability. Bellour (writing in 1975) argues that film analysts are compelled to depend on 

stills, while compensating for what these stills necessarily omit, including movement, 

rhythm, and aspects of narrative. Game theorists face similar problems. There is a gulf 

between the game as experienced, and its representation in language. In terms of 

quotation, games incorporate all of the problems that Bellour attributes to film, plus those 

that he attributes to music and theatre. Furthermore, for the games analyst, the notion of 

fragmentation or quotation is complicated by repetition (including the pleasures of replay, 

and the re-playability of game levels and areas).  

 

The degree, extent and forms of repetition on offer in games varies from genre to genre. 

Action adventure games, for example, generally involve progression through a series of 

arenas. On entering a new arena the player is presented with a set of challenges and 

obstacles, goals and potential rewards. As a player, I would expect to apply skills, 

strategies and resources acquired in earlier levels, and I would hope to experiment and re-

play a sequence until it was ‘emptied’ of its capacity to surprise. When I complete an 

area, I want to feel that I have exhausted its possibilities, and enjoyed the staging of these 
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possibilities. To return to Bellour, the potential for repetition is significant to games, 

whereas quotation suggests something more singular. In this presentation the problems of 

quotation will be used to explore the significance of reflexivity and iteration to games 

analysis, and the need to consider the textual analysis of games as an embodied practice 

that is grounded in the experience of play.   

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS AS STRATEGY 
One of the problems that potentially obstructs the development of textual approaches to 

games analysis, is the expectation that a particular part or element or facet of the game 

(such as the setting or narrative) falls under the category of ‘textual’, while others (e.g. 

the rules or spatial design) lie beyond it. However, according to the particular 

conceptualizations of textuality explored by Bellour, the game becomes a text because the 

analyst is approaching it as a text. This is helpful. I have previously argued that textual, 

structural and inter-textual perspectives need to be considered as a set of analytical lenses, 

not as a set of categories into which elements from the game might be classified (Author, 

2009), and yet I have still, subsequently, found myself tilting towards ontological 

statements when grappling with related methodological problems. Bellour’s essay is 

useful because it makes it possible to clarify that approaching the game as a text involves 

the taking up of a particular epistemological stance. It does not begin or end with an 

ontological statement. Or, it is an epistemological stance that produces an ontological 

statement, rather than an ontological statement (a definition) that becomes the 

justification for a particular method. The significance and implications of this distinction 

will be explored through examples of analysis.  

CONCLUSION  
Textual analysis involves working with fragments and omissions. For game scholars 

interested in representations and cultural politics, textual analysis remains a vital tool, and 

Bellour’s essay provides game theorists with the means to better understand its offers, 

limitations, frustrations and rewards.   
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