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Abstract 

This thesis studies The Witcher 3 videogame as an adaptation of The Witcher series books. The 

Witcher 3 is interesting in this aspect as it is a book to videogame adaptation as opposed to the 

more common film to videogame adaptations. The study uses ludology, narratology and theory of 

adaptation as its theoretical basis. The goal of the study is to see how much the videogame adapts 

from the books, and which elements, if any, have significant changes to them. The thesis also looks 

at elements in the videogame not present in the source material to see if said elements are 

regardless inspired by some aspect of the books. Finally, when clear changes between the two 

works are found, the possible reasons behind them are examined. 

The elements of The Witcher 3 that are analysed include its characters as well as many elements 

of the books like their referential nature towards other works and the storyworld and its locales 

and how they have been adapted into videogame form. The analysis also touches on elements 

that appear in one media but are absent or diminished in the other, such as the music in The 

Witcher 3 videogame, as well as the narrators of the two works. Finally, the gameplay in the game 

is examined to see if it has adapted or been inspired by elements from the books. The gameplay is 

especially important to consider as it is the greatest difference videogames have to other forms of 

media.  

This thesis finds that The Witcher 3 adapts many of the elements of The Witcher books. There are 

also some elements which have clearly been changed, and in these cases the main factor behind 

the changes seems to be something typical to videogames, for example player agency. The goal of 

an adaptation is not necessarily to be faithful to the original work, and thus changes that allow the 

work to better adapt to the needs of the medium are often made, as such compromise allows the 

adaptation to work in the media type it is made in rather than being restrained by the source 

material. 

 

 

 

 



Tiivistelmä 

Tämä pro-gradu tutkielma tutkii The Witcher 3 videopeliä adaptaationa Noituri kirjasarjasta.  The 

Witcher 3 on mielenkiintoinen tutkimuskohde sillä se on adaptaatio kirjasta videopeliin, verrattuna 

paljon yleisempiin adaptaatioihin elokuvista videopeliksi. Tämä tutkielma käyttää teoreettisena 

pohjana ludologiaa, narratologiaa ja adaptaatiotutkimusta. Tämän tutkielman tavoite on ottaa 

selvää kuinka paljon The Witcher 3 videopeli pohjautuu Noituri sarjan kirjoihin, sekä tutkia mitä 

elementtejä videopeli adaptoi ja mitä se muuttaa. Tutkielma tutkii myös osia videopelistä joita ei 

löydy kirjoista, ja sitä ovatko nämä videopelille tyypilliset osat kuitenkin jollain tavalla joihinkin 

kirjan elementteihin perustuvia. Lopuksi, kun selkeitä eroja adaptaation ja alkuperäisen välillä 

löytyy, pohdin mahdollisia syitä näille eroille. 

Analysoituja osia The Witcher 3 pelissä ovat muun muassa sen hahmot, erityisesti Geralt joka on 

sekä kirjojen että pelin päähahmo, sekä monet muut elementit kirjassa kuten kirjojen 

viittauksellinen luonne muita kirjallisia teoksia kohtaan sekä tarinan maailma ja tässä esiintyvät 

sijainnit. Osa analyysistä keskittyy myös osiin teoksista joita toisesta teoksesta ei löydy, kuten 

musiikki The Witcher 3 videopelissä, tai kertojat molemmissa teoksissa, joissa on todella selkeitä 

eroja teosten välillä. Lisäksi tutkin myös myös videopelin peliosuutta, sillä pelillisyys on tärkeä osa 

videopelejä ja vaikka sille ei ole suoraa vertauskohtaa kirjoissa, voidaan sen elementtejä 

tarkastella ja katsoa, ovatko ne jonkun kirjassa löytyvän asian innoittamia. 

Tämä tutkielma osoittaa, että The Witcher 3 adaptoi monia osia Noituri kirjoista. Tietyissä 

elementeissä on selkeitä eroja kirjojen ja pelin välillä, ja usein näissä tapauksessa syynä on jokin 

videopeleille tyypillinen tekijä, kuten esimerkiksi pelaajan vapaus tehdä valintoja. Adaptaation 

tehtävä ei ole olla uskollinen alkuperäisteokselle ja täten adaptaatiossa tehdään usein muutoksia 

jotta erilaisen mediatyypin vaatimukset täyttyvät, sen sijaan että adaptaatio olisi sidottu 

alkuperäisteoksen mediatyypille tyypillisiin keinoihin ja menetelmiin.  
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1. Introduction 

The Witcher series began as a series of fantasy novels and short stories by writer Andrzej 

Sapkowski, written in Poland between 1986 and 2013. These novels and short stories gained 

popularity in eastern Europe, but it took until much later for them to be translated to English. The 

series has gained its worldwide popularity mainly not due to the books’, however, but due to the 

acclaimed videogame series made by CD Project Red, encompassing three main installments as 

well as some spinoff games. The first game in the series, titled simply The Witcher was released in 

2007, and the trilogy concluded in 2015 with The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt. All three games in the 

series were well received, but especially the third installation leading to a surge in the series’ 

popularity, with many of the books only being localized in English after the release of the third 

game. Thus, The Witcher is an interesting opportunity for study as it is one of the few series where 

a videogame adaptation of the original work gained more popularity than the original work did by 

itself, although due to the videogames’ popularity the books have also garnered a widespread 

popularity in recent years. 

This thesis looks at how CD Project Red’s The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (henceforth referred to as The 

Witcher 3) videogame adapts The Witcher series books, especially focusing on the main character 

Geralt as well as the setting and tone of the books. Videogames as a media form, while not 

necessarily new, are still somewhat under researched and the media itself has still been rapidly 

developing due to advancements in technology. While studies on book to film adaptation are 

quite common and some work on film to videogame adaptation also exists, book to videogame 

adaptation studies seem scarcer. Even videogame to film adaptations have been studied more due 

to the fact that they are often considered to be quite poor, especially the first wave of such 

adaptations. Surely there are much more books that have been in some form adapted into 

videogames than games that have been adapted to film, so it seems like studying book to 

videogame adaptation is a worthwhile effort.  
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Videogame adaptations of other media, most often film, are notorious for being of poor quality 

(Fassone, 2018, p. 113). This is of course not the case with all videogame adaptations, and The 

Witcher 3 is especially successful despite being an adaptation of a book series. Another aspect that 

makes The Witcher 3 more interesting than other games is that instead of being a straight 

adaptation from a book like many so-called “licensed games” (e.g., games made by licensing a 

well-known intellectual property such as a book or a film), The Witcher 3 develops the plotlines 

further and works as a continuation to the books’ stories, being an adaptation of the world and 

the characters of the books but not the story. The game also has some interesting aspects are not 

present in most adaptations, such as its distinctive referential nature to its source material that is 

different from most adaptations, both in the way that it continues the story but also through 

various recycled events and story beats. This study attempts to look at The Witcher 3’s relationship 

to its source material and how, if at all, various elements in the books are adapted to the 

interactive digital media of videogames. 

The Witcher series as a whole is a very topical subject of study as the popularity of the series is 

perhaps currently at its peak, which is a great feat for a series that is already over 30 years old. 

This is due to there being a currently ongoing television series adaptation of Sapkowski’s books, 

which together with the massive popularity of The Witcher games has made the series better 

known than the books ever could by themselves. At the same time, there is controversy with both 

the game and the TV series adaptations, as the series creator himself seems to have some dislike 

towards the game adaptations, while at the same time many die-hard fans of the original books 

and the games have expressed distaste over the TV series’ handling of the books (Gawronski & 

Bajorek, 2020, p. 5–6). 
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2. Research Material 

This thesis focuses on two main research materials: the Witcher series novels and short stories by 

Andrzej Sapkowski, as well as the Witcher 3: Wild Hunt videogame by CD Project Red. Here I will 

briefly introduce the material. The particularities of the story in both the books and the game are 

not the focus of this study, and as such the story is only discussed in brief. Other aspects, such as 

the themes and characters of both texts are discussed more broadly as they are more key to this 

thesis. Finally, some characters are introduced to ease understanding of the analysis. 

 

2.1 The Witcher Series Books 

Andrzej Sapkowski began publishing his short stories in the mid-1980s in a Polish fantasy magazine 

called Fantastyka. Some years later these were republished as a short story collection called 

Wiedźmin (The Witcher), which is now out of print. However, all of the stories in Wiedźmin, bar 

one that does not feature the titular Witcher character, were later published in a subsequent short 

story collection. What is generally considered the Witcher series begins with two short story 

collections, Sword of Destiny (1992) and The Last Wish (1993), the latter of which includes most of 

Wiedźmin as well as some additional stories. These are commonly called The Witcher stories and 

often looked as being separate from the novels which go by the collective name of The Witcher 

Saga. The Saga began with Blood of Elves (1994) and ended with The Lady of The Lake (1999) with 

three other books in between these two. In addition to the stories and the saga Sapkowski has 

written some other Witcher related works, most notably Season of Storms (2013), which is a 

standalone novel set between short stories in The Last Wish, but in this thesis the works looked at 

will be the two short story collections as well as the five books in the saga. These will build a 

foundation of how the Witcher world is portrayed originally by Sapkowski, and this is what I will be 

comparing the Witcher 3: Wild Hunt videogame’s adaptation of the world and the characters on. 

The Witcher series, both the novels and the short stories, focus mainly on the series’ main 

character, Geralt of Rivia. Geralt is a Witcher, meaning a mutated human who is trained to hunt 

and kill monsters that threaten other people’s lives. The books combine elements of fantasy and 

fairy tale literature with Sapkowski’s dry humor as well as intellectual discourse that approaches 

the elements of its fantasy world through a more contemporary lens. The main plot of the series 
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revolves around Geralt and his adopted daughter Ciri, who has considerable magical abilities due 

to her heritage. Geralt wants Ciri to have a normal life despite her heritage and Geralt’s dangerous 

job as a witcher and tries to keep her away from politics as he himself also tries to stay neutral in 

the political matters present in the story world, stating that as a witcher he is supposed to stay 

impartial and simply protect people from monsters. However, many other parties are interested in 

Ciri as her magical abilities would be useful to anyone who has her in their grasp. A common 

theme in all of The Witcher books is the theme of being forced to choose, as despite Geralt’s 

disposition towards neutrality often choosing to be neutral is not an option and choosing to do 

nothing also often counts as a choice as well.  

The books are written in a third person internalized narrator viewpoint in that the narrator seems 

to focus often on what a particular character would see, feel or know. While the books take other 

characters’ viewpoint every now and then, especially Geralt’s adoptive daughter Ciri’s, all of the 

events eventually circle back to somehow affect Geralt and his companions, and most of the time 

the text focuses either Geralt’s point of view or the point of view of someone who is close to 

Geralt. This gives the reader a good insight into some of the most important characters, mainly 

Geralt but also his best friend Dandelion, his adoptive daughter Ciri and so forth. The language 

moves between longer, very descriptive sentences spoken by the narrator, and stretches of 

dialogue with very few to no description by the narrator. While the books’ narration is not overly 

descriptive of the setting, being focused more on action and dialogue, it manages to create a 

balance of very distinct character voices as well as a well-rounded description of the world these 

characters inhabit.  

 

2.2 The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt Videogame 

The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt is a videogame by the polish videogame developer CD Project Red in 

2015. The Witcher videogames act not as adaptations of the books’ plot, but instead act as 

continuations of the plot. The Witcher 3 is the third game in its series, but this thesis will look at it 

instead of its predecessors because the third game in the series is the most involved with the 

books, as well as the broadest and most ambitious adaptation of the source material. The first and 

second games in the series framed the stories within an amnesia plotline, where the ending and 

some of the events in the books were somewhat written off through the main character not 
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remembering them. This also meant some of the most important characters were not present in 

these games, although the second one did begin hinting at Geralt regaining his memory. Thus, it 

makes the most sense to focus on the third game as in it Geralt is aware of his past in the books 

and many of the events in The Witcher 3 are continuations of events that happen in the books. 

The Witcher 3 does not forgo the amnesia plotline, but in essence it does not seem to have any 

other purpose than to explain how Geralt knows some of the new characters that were introduced 

in the first two games, as well as explaining why Geralt has ignored many of the important plot 

elements present in The Witcher 3 until the beginning of the game. 

The game can be classified as an action role-playing game, or an ARPG. In it the player assumes 

control of the Witcher series main character Geralt of Rivia from a third-person viewpoint. The aim 

of the game is to progress through the story, which is done mainly through discussing with 

different non-player characters (NPCs) in the game and through engaging in the game’s combat 

system. Both factors are important to analyze, as the NPC interaction is suitable for narratological 

analysis, but it is also important to understand how the other game mechanics works to see if it 

has adapted the Witcher books’ depiction of the world and particularly Geralt’s fighting style, 

which is one of the aspects most frequently portrayed in the books with the most detail. Aspects 

other than the combat, such as the leveling system prevalent in the role-playing game genre, are 

also examined but there are more gameplay systems than possible to analyze in the afforded 

length of this thesis, and thus systems will be picked according to their relevance to the game as 

well as the books. 

The game is also divided into quests, which is another common game mechanic in RPGs. Quests 

are series of events that often include both discussing with NPCs as well as combat and aim to tell 

a single story akin to episodes in a tv-series, or, especially in The Witcher 3’s case, short stories. 

These are self-contained most of the time, while sometimes continuing into other quests. 

Especially the so-called main story of the game is a series of quests that always continues with the 

next one, forming a longer narrative. While quests are very clearly structured with a start and a 

finish, the game allows one to switch the quest they are progressing through as they wish, 

allowing for partial completions of quests. However, it seems unlikely that players would leave 

most quests partially complete, as they are mostly quite short and usually the events in a quest 

are quite close by so the player is incentivized to finish the quest before moving on to other 
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matters. It is important to understand the concept of quests as I will be using it often to discuss 

the game.  

Regarding quests and how they allow for player agency through the player’s choices causing 

subsequent events to play out differently, the NPC interaction is the most integral part of the 

quest system. The NPC interaction is also one of the more important parts of the game for analysis 

of how it works as an adaptation of the books, perhaps along with the visuals of the game. The 

NPC interaction is done through a fairly standard menu system very prevalent in the RPG genre, 

where the player hears (and reads) the NPCs saying various things, and then is given options on 

how to continue the conversation. Often these options involve questions which the player may ask 

all of or skip some, as well as decisions which affect either the immediate conversation’s course or 

the current quest, as well as sometimes having very long-term effects on the story of the whole 

game or other smaller events that may come further into the game. An example of how earlier 

choices may affect later events in another quest: Geralt comes up on various people he knows 

from the books during the events of the game. Often these people have various quests for Geralt 

to complete. Either at the end of these quests or during their events the player’s choices both 

determine whether these characters stay alive, or at least if they leave Geralt in good standing. 

Later in the game when a climactic final battle against the antagonists of the game is about to 

ensue, the characters the player kept alive and stayed in good terms with show up to aid Geralt in 

the battle.  

 

2.3. Some Relevant Characters in The Witcher series 

Short description of some characters in the series is necessary to facilitate a better understanding 

of the analysis. The characters here are described as both the book and the game character 

simultaneously, and while there are at times differences between the portrayal of a character in 

the two mediums, those are only highlighted if they are major enough to warrant attention even 

in a short description. The characters are not introduced based on their importance to the story, 

but instead simply based on whether they are relevant to this thesis.  

 

Cirilla Fiona Elen Riannon 
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Cirilla Fiona Elen Riannon, better known as Ciri, is Geralt’s adoptive daughter. Born as a princess of 

a land called Cintra, she wound up as Geralt’s adoptive daughter after Geralt saved Ciri’s father 

before her birth The adoption came about through a custom known as the Law of Surprise, which 

states that one saved by another is expected to give their savior “what they already have, but do 

not know of”.  Ciri ends up being trained to fight like a witcher despite not being one, and she is 

what is known as a bearer of Elder Blood, a lineage endowed with powerful magic. This leads to 

her being wanted by many parties in the world for her abilities, which is a major part of the story 

in both the books as well as The Witcher 3. She is a child of somewhere between 13 and 17 years 

old in the books’, depending on the point of the story, while The Witcher 3 happens years 

afterwards and she has grown up to be an adult by the time the game begins.  

 

Dandelion 

Dandelion (sometimes Jaskier, by the Polish name), given name Julian Alfred Pankratz, Viscount de 

Lettenhove, is one of Geralt’s closest friends and a well-learned poet, minstrel and bard. He 

sometimes joins Geralt in his adventures in the books and works as the comic relief to Geralt’s 

more serious demeanor, completing the comic duo. In The Witcher 3 he has a double role, both as 

a character in the story as well as a narrator, appearing both in the game’s various descriptions of 

quests or characters that can be found in the menus, as well as in the cutscenes that are played 

every time the player starts the game or passes from one chapter to another.  

 

Geralt of Rivia 

Geralt of Rivia is the main character of both The Witcher series books as well as the three main The 

Witcher videogames released so far. Geralt is a witcher, a member of a profession which slays 

monsters to protect the people of his world. Witchers are orphans or children given by their 

parents to be trained as witchers and are trained from a young age to fight monsters as well as 

mutated by alchemy and magic to have superhuman strength and reflexes. Their most well-known 

quality is their use of two swords, one made of steel and another of silver. While Geralt, like other 

witchers, rarely seems to show his emotions, he is portrayed as a character that clearly cares a lot 

about the people around him, especially his adoptive daughter Ciri and lover Yennefer as well as 

his friends.   



 

10 
 

 

Sigismund Dijkstra 

Sigismund Dijkstra was the head of Redanian Secret Service, in other words a spy for the country 

of Redania. This was Dijkstra’s role in the books, but in The Witcher 3 Dijkstra has become a crime 

lord conspiring against the Redanian government after he is removed from his role as a spy. 

Dijkstra and Geralt are depicted having a complex relationship where, at times, they have worked 

together, while at others they act as enemies on the opposite sides of a conflict. 

 

Triss Merigold 

Triss Merigold is a sorceress and a friend of Geralt’s. In the books it is implied that Triss and Geralt 

were lovers at some point, but the relationship has turned into a friendship. Triss considers herself 

to be a big sister of sorts to Geralt’s adoptive daughter Ciri and indeed helped the witchers raise 

Ciri in the beginning. In the games Triss’ role is more prominent than in the books, and she is one 

of the two main romance options the player may choose for Geralt in The Witcher 3.   

 

Yennefer of Vengerberg 

Yennefer is a powerful sorceress as well as Geralt’s lover. She also acts as a mother to Geralt’s 

adoptive daughter Ciri. Yennefer and Geralt’s relationship is strained, and they go back and forth 

on whether they are together in the books, and in the games the player can choose whether to 

romance Yennefer, Triss, both or neither. Regardless of this, Yennefer and Geralt are tied to each 

other through both their daughter Ciri, as well as a magical bond caused by a djinn’s wish in one of 

the series short stories.   
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3. Theory 

The study of videogames involves many difficulties, from methodology being less defined than 

with many other media due to the relative novelty of the medium, to having so many aspects 

worthy of study that it can be difficult to make sure that all relevant aspects are explored 

sufficiently. This section outlines the methodology used to study and compare The Witcher 3: Wild 

Hunt with The Witcher series books, as well as gives some background information on the topic of 

videogames relevant to the study. The main methodology is a combination of narratology and 

ludology, which is often used in so-called transitional videogame scholarship which attempts to 

move on to arguments that step outside just the medium of videogames – instead highlighting the 

unique qualities of videogames (Anderson, 2013, p. 294–296). While the two methodologies may 

overlap at some points, blurring the lines between the two, the twofold approach to videogames 

allows research to utilize the best of both narratology and ludology, which focus on largely 

different aspects of the medium. Lastly, as the study concerns a videogame adaptation of a book 

series, theory of adaptation is used to better understand how one can use the concepts of 

narratology and ludology to look at The Witcher 3 and how it relates to The Witcher book series.  

 

3.1 Videogames 

When talking about videogames, it is important to understand what exactly is being talked about. 

The word ‘game’ in itself has many different meanings, and while the word is related whether 

talking about football, chess or Super Mario Brothers, there are clearly differences between the 

definitions of games that lead to each of these being considered one. The border between 

tabletop games, like chess or Dungeons and Dragons, and videogames are especially blurry 

nowadays, with many tabletop games receiving videogame versions that, apart from being played 

on a console or computer, function completely similarly, and it is even possible to make physical 

tabletop versions of some videogames where instead of a computer handling the rules it is the 

player(s) handling the rules themselves (Makai, 2022 p.69–70). It can be argued whether any game 

played on a computer or similar system should be considered videogame and if the main 

difference is in the physical versus digital medium, or if other factors should be considered making 

digital tabletop games either part of one or both mediums, or a medium of their own. This stems 
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from the fact that digital devices like computers, phones and videogame consoles are nowadays 

able to portray most kinds of media, and this leads to not all games played on computers or 

consoles necessarily being ‘videogames’ (ibid.). To define a videogame as separate from these 

other kinds of games that may or may not be played on the computer is to see the role of the 

digital device in each application: with chess or Dungeons and Dragons the use of the digital device 

is auxiliary, to help mediate the play rather than as a primary tool of play like with videogames 

(Makai, 2022, p.70). When we talk about games, it is easy to not think about what exactly we are 

talking about. We may mean any of three interrelated aspects of games: the game system or the 

rule-based design of the game, the actual behavior of the game when it is being played, or the 

experience of playing a session of a particular game (Makai, 2022, p. 71). This three-part model 

has been called either the Mechanics-Dynamics-Aesthetics or the Design-Dynamics-Experience 

model (ibid.). To use The Witcher 3 as an example of this distinction, from a rule-based mechanics 

or design perspective one can talk about how when the player chooses a particular conversation 

choice it leads to a particular outcome according to some logic in the rules, while from a dynamics 

perspective the underlying rules are not highlighted, but instead simply the outcome from the 

player’s choice is observed. This thesis mostly concerns itself with the last property, aesthetics or 

experience, and in the former example the analysis would concern itself mostly with the 

perception of the characters involved in said discussion instead of the game mechanics of the 

situation. While the underlying mechanics or dynamics may be considered, the experience a 

player has while playing the game is most important when studying videogames from a 

transmedial background, just as one would not focus heavily on technical aspects of a film if they 

were to compare a film to its literary counterpart, but those technical aspects may still be worth 

mentioning due to how they affect the experience a reader of a text has, be it the viewer of a film 

or the player of a videogame.  

Videogames are a challenging field of study, as they are relatively new and there are thus no set 

conventions for which theories can be applied, and what kind of study can be done. Thus, various 

theories and fields have been adapted to work with videogames, and the study of videogames is 

often a hybrid of many disciplines. Markku Eskelinen famously stated in his essay that “it is 

relatively stress-free to write about computer games, as nothing too much has been said yet, and 

almost anything goes” (2004, p.36). While Eskelinen’s comment may be a little dated, it has not 

yet been made untrue as there still has not been created a distinct scientific field of game studies 
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that would study games as games in from a humanist view (Ouellette & Thompson, 2013, p. 166). 

As recently as 2019 Thoss & Fuchs described the study of videogames or digital media in general 

as “enmeshed in a network of media that shape one another”, which according to them leads to a 

situation where it is difficult to find one set of tools to study a topic as broad as videogames, and 

instead tools from all different fields must be used in accordance to whatever one’s subject of 

research is (Thoss & Fuchs, 2019, p. 3–4) However, this does not mean that studying videogames is 

especially difficult, but rather there are a variety of fields that are considered capable of handling 

videogames, with all of them having their own advantages. This is of course true with most if not 

all academic fields, the only difference being that the relative novelty of videogames as both a 

medium and topic of study means that the conventions around videogames are less established 

than they may be for many other fields. Among these fields some of the most often used are 

literary theory and film studies. These two fields are used because they provide sufficient tools to 

analyze the narrative and visual side of videogames. This thesis uses two theoretical backgrounds 

as the main foundation of analysis for the study.  Narratology, which is often used in both literary 

and film studies, is used as an approach to study the narrative elements of the game and books, 

while ludology is used to look at the visual and gameplay elements of the game. Videogames, 

especially long and complex ones such as The Witcher 3 also challenge many traditional 

conventions of how texts are analyzed. For example, it is widely considered reasonable that when 

analyzing a textual work, be it film or book, the one analyzing has a complete knowledge of the 

work through having viewed or read through it in its entirety, usually many times. This is, however, 

often not feasible, or even possible when it comes to videogames, as the player’s skill can affect 

what they can achieve, and even if that is not the case there may be countless different choices 

the player can take while playing which amount to so many different experiences of the game that 

nobody can realistically go through all of them, maybe not even through all of the individual 

choices as previous choices may affect what is available to the player later on. This leads to a 

situation where, especially with games like The Witcher 3, new elements of the game are found 

even today, 7 years after the game’s launch, and while these elements are usually very 

insignificant to the overall experience, it can be argued that no one player has definitely achieved 

a 100% understanding of the game. This can be of course argued of any media, but video games 

are unique in that while a thorough reading of a book or watching a film result in the reader or 

watcher having seen all of the content available in the film, regardless of if a deeper 

understanding has been formed or not, in the case of videogames it can be possible that a player 



 

14 
 

‘completes’ the game as thoroughly as possible and still misses a considerable amount of content. 

This could be seen as a problem for the analysis of the game, as there may be a preconceived 

notion that a 100% experience of the text is required because even minute details could change 

some aspect of the text significantly, but Eskelinen (2002) argues that it is simply that, a 

preconceived notion that is born through preferences and value assessment, but far from the only 

way one can have (p. 80). It is, however, important to note that every player has a different 

experience of every game, even simple ones, through the way they choose to play as well as their 

skill level, not to mention how in many games, role-playing games especially, the player is often 

able to make choices that affect the whole narrative, and the characters and events, as well as 

even the gameplay may completely change depending on how the player decides to approach 

different situations. Thus, a good practice is to try and approach these different possibilities as 

much as possible, without overly relying on one’s own experience with the game.  

However, by the use of only these two approaches one of the main aspects of videogames, the 

gameplay, can be left completely unexplored. I believe this is an important aspect of how 

videogames work, and as mentioned previously in the adaptation theory section it is important for 

adaptations to use the affordances provided by the media type properly, which in videogames’ 

case means also using the gameplay elements to convey the story and world of the original work. 

This aspect is explored in this thesis through the use of Bryce & Rutter’s idea of viewing games as 

interactive media (2006, p. 137).  They argue that the fact that the player must interact with 

videogames makes the genre have its own unique form of engagement, different from that of 

books or film (Bryce & Rutter, 2006, p. 137). Michael Nitsche described the player of a videogame 

as both a passive participant like a reader of a book or a viewer of a film, but also in a way similar 

to a producer of a show or a writer of a book (2008, p. 31) In fact, this interaction with the game is 

so integral to videogames that just playing the game itself is always a learning experience for the 

player, and just the act of playing the game can be enjoyable even if the game were to be 

completely stripped of its story and interesting visual and auditory design (Bryce & Rutter, 2006, p. 

138).  
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3.1.1. Role-playing Game - RPG 

The definition of genre is somewhat different when it comes to videogames in comparison to 

older media such as book or film. Instead of using character archetypes, setting or plot as the basis 

for defining genre, “player participation is arguably the central determinant in defining and 

classifying videogames” (Wolf, 2001, p. 113). While this is true for the genres discussed here, it is 

important to note that it can be argued that there are almost two distinct genre classifications for 

videogames: that of the player participation driven variety discussed here, as well as the more 

classical definition of genre that seems to be in use for genres such as fantasy or horror 

videogames. Here, however, only the gameplay-oriented genre of The Witcher 3 is discussed, 

despite the fact that one can quite easily also draw the conclusion that the game falls into the 

fantasy genre, the same genre in which the books that form the basis of the game also belong to. 

The genre of fantasy is also relevant to the analysis, in that both the books and the videogames 

seem to fall under the same genre, but there is less ambiguity about what constitutes the genre of 

fantasy, while the genre of role-playing game is much more ambiguous and thus necessitates 

more discussion. 

The Role-playing game, or RPG genre which The Witcher 3 is a part of is almost 50 years old, 

widely considered to have begun with Dungeons and Dragons in 1974, and thus as a genre is as 

broad and diverse as any broad classification in any medium, like calling something just ‘rock 

music’ for example (Peterson, 2018, p. 55). Firstly, one must make a distinction whether one is 

speaking of all role-playing games or only those of the computer role playing game or CRPG 

variety. This thesis looks computer RPGs (CRPG) as opposed to the tabletop role-playing games 

(TRPG) such as Dungeons and Dragons, which are played by many people and are more akin to 

collective storytelling games than the narrative-driven designed games that CRPGs are.  From now 

on, the acronym RPG is used instead of the acronym CRPG, as this study does not look at the 

tabletop variety of RPGs. Unlike with the RPG genre as a whole, it is difficult to place a definite 

beginning for the CRPG genre, as the first CRPGs were played on university computers, because 

home machines did not have the computing power required to play complex videogames in the 

70s (Schules, Peterson, & Picard, 2018, p. 115). 

Any single mechanical definition of the CRPG genre would most likely exclude some games that 

most people might classify as an RPG and include some that most might not consider one. Thus, a 

more useful way to classify games as RPGs is to look at the motivations that players have to play 
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the game, and perhaps use some mechanical classifications as an additional factor to limit the 

definition further. An argument has been made that for RPGs, narrative engagement is what 

comprises the core gameplay experience (Schules, Peterson, & Picard, 2018, p. 108). While this 

definition alone comprises of a large part of videogames from other genres as well, looking at 

some of the common mechanical elements that most RPGs share along with this definition brings 

the definition at least close enough to one that one can be content with. Some of these shared 

mechanics among most RPGs include: some kind of combat system that scales in difficulty as the 

player progresses in the game, some kind of character progression, or levelling system, and a 

direct control over your character or multiple characters (Schules, Peterson & Picard, 2018, p. 107-

109).  All of these definitions are of course imperfect, as there are surely some RPGs that forego at 

least some of these mechanical elements, if not all, and some games that include all of these 

mechanical elements but do not focus as strongly on narrative engagement as calling it the core 

gameplay experience would suggest. At least something like games in the Visual Novel genre may 

have some of the mechanical RPG elements in them, as well as certainly having narrative 

engagement as the main gameplay experience, but yet they are considered their own genre of 

media, sometimes not even treated as videogames, and grouped with other kinds of interactive 

literature instead. According to Schules, Peterson & Picard (2018), Historically CRPGs have pushed 

the boundaries of both the computer medium and the role-playing genre, and thus it is no surprise 

that there are many games that do not quite fit the RPG genre and instead blend RPG mechanics 

with those of other videogame genres to produce games whose generic status is contested (p. 

111). The Witcher 3 exhibits the core element of the RPG genre through its strong emphasis on the 

narrative and player agency in that narrative due to its system of allowing the player to choose 

various dialogue options, and the game world and narrative reacting to those choices in various 

ways. It also fulfills many of the various less important, yet often exhibited elements such as the 

leveling system, being in control of one’s character, and having a combat system which scales in 

difficulty as the player progresses through the game. The dialogue choice system is especially 

important for narratological analysis of The Witcher 3, while the various other gameplay elements 

are analyzed through ludology.  

The Witcher 3 can also be further categorized as an action RPG, or an ARPG. Action RPGs are 

distinct from other types of RPGs is that  you have real-time combat where you are directly in 

control of the character as well as a more simplified character development system (Schules, 



 

17 
 

Peterson & Picard, 2018, p. 111). ARPGs are more focused on mechanical player skill than tactical 

planning and decision making at least when it comes to the combat system, although tactical 

planning is still certainly an element in many of them (ibid.). Like with any such classification, some 

ARPGs have character development systems as complex as the most complex non-action RPGs, 

but in The Witcher 3’s case this definition works perfectly.  The Witcher 3 has the player gaining 

skill points on each level up, as well as for some other achievements in the game, which the player 

may allocate to different skills that allow for character growth, such as various abilities that 

enhance the damage done by different kinds of attacks, or more advanced skills like new forms of 

attack. In addition to this Geralt’s various attributes such as attack power and health (called 

vitality in the game) also increase, but these aspects are out of the player’s control and happen 

automatically. The existence of a character development system such as this is not only integral to 

the RPG genre, but it also allows for player customization of how the game is played through 

focusing more on different aspects of the combat, and it is important to understand that the 

choices made in character development may largely affect how two players’ experiences of the 

game may be different from one another. The effect of this is examined further in the analysis 

portion of the thesis.  

 

3.2. Narratology 

This thesis applies the theory of narratology as one of its main ways of analyzing both the Witcher 

books as well as the Witcher 3 Wild Hunt videogame. Markku Eskelinen’s two works, on cybertext 

narratology (2002) as well as cybertext poetics (2012), are used as the main source for 

narratological analysis. These two works touch specifically on the use of narratology as a tool to 

research digital texts, or cybertexts, which makes them especially suited for an analysis on the 

Witcher 3: Wild Hunt. The theory of narratology present in Eskelinen’s works is based on Aarseth’s 

theory of narratology but adapted somewhat to more recent developments in the field. 

Narratology will be applied to the Witcher books as well, but the theory behind literary 

narratology is introduced to a lesser degree as it is much more established and therefore a more 

known field of study than narratology of cybertexts. After all, the books are not the main point of 

examination in this study, but function as the backdrop against which The Witcher 3 is examined. 

It is also important to recognize that narratology is by no means an all-encompassing methodology 

that can alone be used to analyze any text, and especially when it comes to digital texts or even 
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older media like movies it is often necessary to analyze the elements of storytelling like narrative, 

story and characters through the lens of narratology, and employ some other theory to analyze 

the elements that narratology does not touch on (Eskelinen, 2002, p. 9). For this reason, ludology 

(discussed in more detail in 3.3) is used in addition to narratology to include these elements in the 

videogame that would otherwise be left unnoticed, as leaving these elements unanalyzed would 

leave out a far too large part of the whole videogame experience. It is also important to note that 

videogames can exhibit narratives other than those exhibited by classical literature or film. For 

example, according to Jenkins 2004 it is possible for videogames to have emergent narratives, 

which are a kind of narrative that takes shape through player actions and is not pre-structured or 

preprogrammed by the developers (p. 130). These narratives that are unique to interactive media 

require narratology to adapt to challenges posed by videogames and other digital texts. 

Cybertexts, as well as any other texts, can take many forms, and according to one of the more 

prominent categorizations by Aarseth it can be argued that there are at least 576 types of texts, 

most of which are most likely cybertexts (Eskelinen, 2002, p. 19). This is based on a number of 

factors present in texts which can take different kinds of forms, for example there are the factors 

of determination, which means whether the text always takes the same form if read in the same 

way, or if there is some kind of indeterminate quality to the text where even on multiple readings 

it cannot be determined what scriptons, or simply parts of the text, are followed by which. There 

are 7 of these qualities, which all have different number of forms that they can take. The different 

qualities are dynamics, determination, transiency, perspective, access, links and user function 

(Eskelinen, 2002, p. 17–19). Eskelinen uses Aarseth’s categorization as basis but streamlines it as 

well as considers some text types that Aarseth recognized as possible but simply theoretical, while 

Eskelinen could point out later developments and find examples of these text types. As there are 

so many different parameters all of which have multiple different forms they can take, these 

qualities are only examined further when it becomes relevant for the study. All of these qualities 

are not examined in this thesis, as The Witcher books and The Witcher 3 videogame take the same 

form in many of these categories, and it is much more useful to examine the points at which they 

may differ than to look at how, for example, the access for both texts is theoretically limitless as 

long as a copy of both exists, and for the videogame a console or a computer capable of running it 

must exist as well, and thus they do not differ in that regard. Another quality which does not 

change from the books to the videogame is that of transiency, or if real time passing has some 
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effect on the text. Some videogames may employ real time passing as an element to strengthen 

the immersion of the player, but in The Witcher 3 all of the elements that require the passing of 

time use the videogame time instead of real time, and the videogame time can be also advanced 

through means other than just simply waiting it out in real time, which makes it something 

separate from real time. These categories can also take different forms within the same text, for 

example it would be possible for a part of a cybertext such as a game to disappear, making that 

part’s access limited, while another part would still have limitless access (Eskelinen, 2002, p. 24). 

Eskelinen (2002) also mentions that even if it can be said that all texts have all of the 7 parameters 

mentioned earlier, all of them are not always meaningful for analysis, or as clear cut as the theory 

implies.  

 

3.2.1. Ergodic and non-linear discourses  

Eskelinen notes that, among cybertexts in particular, it is quite common to find that discourses can 

be divided into two categories: narrative discourses and ergodic discourses. Narrative discourses 

are the more traditional types of discourses where some kind of narrator, be that characterized or 

otherwise, recounts some kind of story, like one might find in most books, films and plays for 

example. However, this definition would be too narrow as it would exclude many ‘narrative’ 

discourses, for example many of those found in film and stage dramas where there is no narrator, 

but instead the story is ‘recounted’ through being enacted in front of the audience (Eskelinen, 

2012, p. 200). Thus, a more agreeable definition of a narrative discourse may come from looking at 

the story specifically, as narrative discourses are built around a story “(i.e, actions, events, 

characters, and settings) that may be narrated, performed on stage, or presented by many other 

means than by cinematic or dramatic devices” (Eskelinen, 2012, p. 200).  Ergodic discourses on the 

other hand are ones where, instead of the traditional story and plot constructed narratives, one 

can find an ergodic or intrigue-oriented discourse (Eskelinen, 2012, p. 203). Ergodic literature is 

literature where the reader must make some sort of effort other than just taking in the text in 

order to traverse it (Jara & Torner, 2018, p. 267). Most commonly this means that the reader must 

actively make decisions in order to generate and/or read the text (ibid.).  In narrative discourses 

the events unfold in a certain order which is the same as the order presented to the reader, and 

the reader’s progression through the events at any particular moment is the same as the text’s 

progression through the events (Aarseth, 1995, p. 139).  
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In ergodic literature such as choose your own adventure books and many videogames, especially 

RPGs, the reader or player of the text may unfold the events in a different order from that of the 

events, or there may not even be a particular order for the events and the reader simply 

constructs an order for the events according to their own interpretation of the text (Aarseth, 1995, 

p. 139). This kind of Ergodic progression of events is quite common in videogames in general, as in 

many of them the player has agency over what they do, and thus may unveil them in different 

order than perhaps than some other player might. With modern videogames, especially RPGs with 

their complex quest structures, it is often possible that some players may not unveil all of the 

elements of the game at all, instead simply not finding some or even skipping significant portions 

in a way that does not allow the player to unveil those portions later. Even if the resulting 

narrative goes against the possible intended narrative of the videogame, humans tend to find 

narratives even where there are none and thus even a text that has almost no structure can 

construct a narrative in the reader’s mind (Aarseth, 1995, p. 142–143). One of Aarseth’s (1995) key 

arguments is that a main part of ergodic discourses is the concept of intrigue, where the reading of 

an ergodic text is directed not by the narrative, but through intrigue where the reader attempts to 

parse together the events.  

However, this kind of intrigue seems to not be applicable for all ergodic discourses, as there seems 

to be texts with ergodic discourses that still follow a more intuitive action-based event progression 

as well.  Perhaps it would also be more useful to note that many videogame discourses exhibit 

attributes of both ergodic and narrative discourses. After all, the videogames themselves often 

have strong narrative plotlines which the player may or may not be able to affect through their 

actions, but in the minutia of the discourse the player often has the ability to affect what their 

character(s) talk about and which order some of the events take place in. Of course, this minutia 

does also matter when it comes to the player’s perception of the narrative, and thus cannot be 

completely disregarded even if the overall narrative stays the same despite the player’s actions.  

Another term that could be applied to talk about this aspect of videogames instead of ergodic 

literature is interactive fiction, where the fiction reacts to some input of a reader or audience (Jara 

& Torner, 2018, p. 268). However, interactive fiction is a very broad umbrella term that comprises 

a very wide spread of different kinds of texts and amount of input the audience may have, so for 

that reason ergodic and narrative literatures are a broad spectrum, instead of a clear-cut division 

between two opposites. Eskelinen (2002) notes that while the gameplay portion of the game is 
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clearly ergodic, there is no reason why narrative and ergodic elements could not be switched 

between, or nested inside one another (p. 85). Only in those cases it is important to note which 

elements are part of the narrative discourse and which are ergodic, so as to analyze them properly 

(ibid.). Most narratively oriented videogames of today, including The Witcher 3 and possibly the 

whole RPG genre, definitely fall into this category of having ergodic and narrative elements 

intermixed, with only perhaps a few exceptions. 

 

3.2.2. Time and Narration in Narratology 

Another important aspect of narratology especially when it comes to analysing very different 

types of texts is the use of time in different texts. First of all, when time is discussed in narratology 

it can be divided into multiple different kinds of times, on multiple different axes; firstly there is a 

distinction between story time and discourse time, the former of which means the time that 

events in the story are said to happen over, and discourse time is the time afforded for the telling 

of those events (Eskelinen, 2002, p. 27). In literature such as books, discourse time is a sort of 

pseudo-time as there is no quantifiable way to say how long a particular part of a book takes to 

read (ibid.). However, with many other forms of media like film, discourse time is tied to real time 

and thus quantifiable. With videogames such as The Witcher 3 discourse time is a mix between 

real time and pseudo-time, as there are many elements which happen in real time but any 

particular player may have a lot of control over how long a particular part of the game takes them 

to complete (Eskelinen, 2002, p. 45). While it is not exactly the same thing, often texts where the 

discourse time is a form of pseudo time are reader-oriented, e.g. the reader is able to determine 

the speed at which the text is read, while texts like film that determine their own speed are most 

often text-oriented (Eskelinen, 2002, p.30). It is not always as clear cut as this, as for example parts 

of The Witcher 3 that have elements that move in real time and expect the player to react to them 

in a particular timeframe can also be reader-oriented through the use of reader choice as an 

element that determines where the story progresses. These differences in how different media 

use time are fundamental to how those media work, and thus are one of the causes of larger 

differences when translating between two different media. The nature of the discourse time of a 

particular work is important for its analysis, as the discourse time affects the reader’s perception 

of the work as much, if not more, as story time. The discussion may not be as interesting if looking 

at some other media like film where discourse time is relatively standard across the whole 
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medium, but videogames have differences in their use of discourse time due to the wider range of 

the medium. 

Within time, there are also many other aspects to consider. For example, the sequence in which 

elements of the story happen or are depicted is a major element of how the text uses its narrative. 

Usually, this is mostly limited to the time at which events happen in the story or are afforded to 

the reader of the text, which are of course two aspects unrelated to each other as it is very 

possible to show the reader events in the story in an order different from when they happen 

(Eskelinen, 2002, p. 29). If a text plays with its story sequence much it can turn from a narrative 

discourse to an ergodic one simply because the reader needs to do some nontrivial thinking work 

to deduce what order the events take place in. In addition to the sequence of events, texts can 

also have elements which happen simultaneously. With books, it is very difficult to have the telling 

happen simultaneously, so it is almost always the story events that happen simultaneously. 

However, with many other media the telling could also happen simultaneously, for example film 

could split the screen into two separate parts, each of which showing different events happening 

simultaneously. Still, even with newer media it seems that most commonly it is the story that 

happens simultaneously, not the telling of the story (Eskelinen, 2002, p. 30). Most commonly, 

however, older forms of texts use only a few flashbacks or flashes forward, the most common 

tools of changing the sequence of how events are shown to the reader (ibid.). With cybertexts it is 

not as simple, as there are many events in the story that are non-determinate on what point of 

the story they happen in, or semi-determinate in that they must happen after some particular 

event and before another event, but otherwise free to switch their timing with many other events 

(Eskelinen, 2002, p. 28). For example, in The Witcher 3 the player can choose to do many of the 

quests in almost any order, but there are some that lead into other quests and thus must be done 

before being able to undertake the following ones, and the main story quests most often are ones 

that do so. However, with The Witcher 3 this semi-indeterminate nature of many cybertext stories 

sequence is shown even further, as unlike in many other games it is actually possible to choose the 

order of even the main quest as the game lets the player choose what order they do some of the 

main quests. While the game uses many of its elements to direct the player towards completing 

them in a particular order, for example through the later quests having a higher level-requirement 

than earlier ones, there is nothing stopping the player from just going to the later ones first or 

even hopping between them in the middle of quests.  



 

23 
 

In Eskelinen’s model, there are three main registers of narration: non-narrated, covert narration 

and overt narration (2002, p. 60). These refer to how present the narrator is in the text, and 

naturally like any other aspects text may switch between these registers over its course (Eskelinen, 

2002, p. 63). Non-narrated texts include for example many films, where there clearly is no kind of 

narration. Covert narration means that a narrator is present but hidden, for example if the text 

does not seem to have a narration but the events are told from a particular perspective or perhaps 

what is told or shown to the reader is falsified by the narrator. Overt narration is the most clear-

cut case, where the presence of a narrator is clear to the reader. In addition to the presence of the 

narrator, if present a narrator has various other aspects, such as their reliability, or whether the 

narrator is all knowing or knowledgeable, self-conscious, or communicative towards the reader 

(Eskelinen, 2002, p. 63–64). All of the aforementioned elements can be found in narrators in any 

medium, but cybertexts such as videogames also show different kinds of aspects to their narrator 

and other existents that a traditional book or film cannot portray.  

In older media such as film or literature the characters and other existents (such as the narrator) 

found in the media are static. Static existents are ones that do not change from one reading or 

viewing to the next, and thus are static, unchanging. From these existents it is quite 

straightforward to construct an understanding of the different characters as all of the information 

is available to the reader, unlike with dynamic existents where a large part of the existents may be 

completely invisible to the reader (Eskelinen, 2002, p.65). In contrast to these static existents 

found in traditional texts, cybertexts like videogames can and often do have so called dynamic 

existents. Dynamic existents are ones that may change their place in the story, their actions, or 

other aspects such as their personality on different readings of the text (Eskelinen, 2002, p.65). 

These existents may be scripted to change themselves either depending on some action the 

reader, or in case of a videogame the player has taken, or they may change their characteristics 

based on some other criteria, such as simply doing so randomly. Thus, instead of a single 

construction based on all of the available information like of a static existent, dynamic existents 

can be divided into their components and either one or multiple understandings can be built 

based on these constructions (Eskelinen, 2002, p.66).   It would be possible for narrators or 

characters in a cybertext to change their whole identity, including names, personalities, and 

outward appearances, but for the purpose of this study it is enough to identify that their actions 

and the sequence in which events and actions take place change. It is possible that how the 



 

24 
 

characters’ personalities are depicted changes according to the player’s choices as well, but it will 

be discussed later whether this is the case with The Witcher 3 or if the characters take different 

actions that regardless of the players’ actions could fit a single character personality. Existents 

such as these are called conversative subjects, and they are perhaps the most common form of a 

non-static existent found in cybertexts (Eskelinen, 2002, p. 68).  

 

3.3. Ludology 

Narratology has been challenged due to its approach towards videogames being limited through 

its broader status: nearly any kind of text can be analyzed through narratology, which naturally 

leads to narratology being less than optimal for analyzing some of the more unique aspects of 

videogames. This criticism of narratology has been a part of the reason the new school of ludology 

has risen to study videogames (Eskelinen, 2012, p. 209). For example, ludologists challenged 

narratology on the basis that the story of a game does not only consist of its narrative, but many 

other aspects also play a part in their stories, such as the rules, gameplay, simulation, player 

structures, transmediality, different game genres and player experiences, just to name a few 

(Eskelinen, 2012, p. 209). Narratology is unable to consider all of the aspects of videogames that 

are outside the traditional view of what a narrative is, and this led to the realization that 

videogames needed to be considered an autonomous and interdisciplinary research field in the 

same way that literature or film also are considered their own fields or research despite having 

many similarities and sharing methodologies and theories between each other (Eskelinen, 2012, p. 

210).  

Ludology makes an ontological argument: games are not narratives or stories (Eskelinen, 2012, p. 

211). This must not be misread as a claim that games cannot or do not contain stories or 

narratives or narrativity, as it is clear that many of them contain all of these. Instead, the argument 

boils down to the fact that narratological theory has never addressed the basic elements of games 

that most definitions of a game address: the rules, variable outcomes, and player activity 

(Eskelinen, 2012, p. 212). Videogames were being studied as interactive narratives, and while 

there is room to do such study, using ludology along with narratology should construct a better 

understanding of videogames as a whole (Eskelinen, 2012, p. 212., Jenkins, 2004, p. 120) Another 

term that often occupies a similar space in academic writing as ludology is ‘game studies’, which in 
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all its vagueness is often even equated with ludology, for example by Frasca (2001, p. 2) and 

Eskelinen (2012, p. 209). Thus, narratology alone is not sufficient to analysis of videogames, even if 

the focus is mostly on the narrative, as videogame analysis without ludology would leave out too 

many elements of the game which are nevertheless a part of the experience of playing a game.  

The concept of player agency comes up multiple times in discussion concerning The Witcher 3, as 

it would with any RPG. Player agency is inherent to all videogames as the notable difference 

between videogames and most other media is the way the player of a game has agency over the 

experience in a different way than one does while reading a book or viewing a film for example. It 

is not to say that a reader has no agency in the reading process, but it is different to that a player 

has over a game, where the player has agency over the events of the game. Cole (2018) defines 

player agency as freedom over behavioral choices in game, and the game system’s support of this 

freedom (p. 3). This can be in form of simple in-game actions, like moving the player character, or 

as agency over the narrative and plot, which is key to RPGs like The Witcher 3.  

 

3.3.1. Game Narratives: Enacted, Embedded and Emergent 

Very few films or novels are completely linear – they almost always employ some kind of back 

story which is revealed gradually through flashbacks, exposition, or other methods. The often-

made distinction between plot (syuzhet), or the set of all causal events in the order we read, see 

or hear them in the media, and story (fabula), or the viewer’s mental construction of the 

chronology of those events, is useful in understanding the concept of embedded narratives 

(Jenkins, 2004, p. 127). According to this model, narrative comprehension is almost always an 

active process where the audience assembles an understanding of the story through the 

information they are given through the plot of the media (ibid.). Similarly, the narrative in games is 

almost never linear. Even if the plot appears linear with the player enacting the gameplay in real-

time and there are not flashbacks or other kinds of discontinuities in time, the player can still use 

textual and visual cues to build a mental map of the narrative (Jenkins, 2004, p. 127). Game 

narratives are enacted by the player, as opposed to literary or film narratives which are read or 

viewed by the audience. This means that game narratives have a unique element of player 

participation, which sometimes is considered to pose a threat to the game’s narratives as the 

player’s interaction with the game either through plot or gameplay can be seen as an interruption 
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to the narrative (Jenkins, 2004, p. 127). Something similar to player participation can of course be 

found in other types of media as well, like in choose-your-own-adventure books through the 

reader’s ability to choose how the story progresses, but player participation is often more involved 

than similar participation in other types of media. However, while it is certainly true that there is 

tension between player interaction in gameplay and the exposition of the plot, but this is by no 

means unique to games, and for example many action movies are split into action segments and 

plot segments (Jenkins, 2004, p. 126).  

Most game narratives can be described as enacted narratives as opposed to linear narratives 

which are common in older forms of media (Jenkins, 2004, p. 124). This means that rather than 

the plot following some constructed linear plot trajectory the player’s actions have an effect on 

how the plot advances: this may range from the plot being told the same way every time in 

cutscenes but the player having agency over when to advance the plot and what happens in the 

gameplay sections between cutscenes, to the player having agency over large parts of the plot 

through their gameplay actions (Jenkins, 2004, p. 124–125). Often games have multiple narrative 

levels; the overarching plot is supplemented by localized incidents, also known as micronarratives 

(Jenkins, 2004, p. 125). Micronarratives can range between anything from short moments of 

gameplay that produce emotion in the player, be that small successes or difficult challenges, to 

larger units like side quests that still are not necessarily a part of the wider plot progression 

(Jenkins, 2004, p. 125). These micronarratives can be especially important for games that do not 

rely on an overarching plot but are still important to recognize in more plot-heavy games as well 

(Jenkins, 2004, p. 126). 

Other than what one may consider the basis of a game narrative, a so-called enacted narrative 

where the player enacts a pre-determined narrative, there are two important kinds of narratives 

that can be often found in games: embedded narratives and emergent narratives. An embedded 

narrative is a kind of narrative that, while deliberately designed by the game designers to happen 

often in a typical, linear manner, is not enacted by the player but instead embedded into the mise-

en-scène or in other worlds the game world for the player to find or see, but not to enact on 

(Jenkins, 2004, p. 127). On the other hand, emergent narratives are ones where the narrative is 

not pre-programmed or pre-structured, but instead is born through playing the game itself, as the 

game systems interact with the player’s actions and form emergent narratives (Jenkins, 2004, p. 

130). 
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Many of the early videogames had little in the form of narrative or story. Some, especially text-

based videogames of course are an exception to this, but once graphical capabilities evolved 

beyond only using the letters, numbers and other signs present in early computers, so did most 

games move from being text-based to showing more of the game through graphics. Many early 

videogames may have had some kind of story written in the manual, but the stories presented in 

the game itself were quite simple, for example Super Mario Bros. had a very simple narrative hook 

– rescue the princess (Jenkins, 2004, p. 121). Despite this, the game was able to present players 

with an imaginative and complex graphic realm much more sophisticated than the simpler grids of 

games like Pong and Pac-Man that came before it (ibid.). Interestingly, the lesser emphasis on 

story in early gaming is true even with RPGs even though the genre nowadays places great 

emphasis on story. First computer RPGs like Rogue, and early console RPGs like Final Fantasy and 

Dragon Quest have very little story or narrative, and most of the enjoyment is found through 

defeating the gameplay challenges presented to the player, similar to how tabletop RPGs grew 

from Dungeons and Dragons, which in the beginning was not as focused on the story of the 

characters as it later became to be, instead being more about tactical dungeon delving. In fact, as 

it can be argued that Dungeons and Dragons was the first RPG, most if not all early RPGs borrow 

heavily from D&D and thus have a similar focus on the tactical aspect of combat, even if this 

period of time is brief as RPGs very quickly grew to have more involved plots and narratives. In a 

similar fashion, ever since the days of the Super Nintendo Entertainment System games have often 

gravitated towards a more graphical and spatial form of storytelling where the setting is both a 

bigger part of the focus as well as a tool for telling the story (Jenkins, 2004, p. 122). This kind of 

spatial storytelling is not inherent to only videogames, as many classic literary works like those of 

J.R.R. Tolkien, Jules Verne and Homer among others employ a similar strategy within their writing, 

and visual media like film and TV have always used the setting and mise-en-scène as a tool to tell 

the story along with the actions and speech of the actors (Jenkins, 2004, p. 123). 

There may be a reason why videogames often tap into genres that are full of descriptive or visual 

elements in other texts, like those of fantasy, adventure, and science fiction. Games may be able 

to realize the spatial elements of these stories more fully, as even with visual media like film the 

audience is still limited to only seeing what happens to be in front of the camera at any given 

moment, while with games the player can explore the setting more freely and can possibly 

interact with some of the elements which would only exist as description or still images in other 
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media (Jenkins, 2004, p. 123). Storytelling that happens in this space is called environmental 

storytelling, and it can be a powerful tool for game designers as any elements present in the game 

environment can be used to drive our perception of the story through evoking narrative 

associations, staging the narrative events and even embedding additional information into the 

mise-en-scène (Jenkins, 2004, p. 124). For example, an environment laden with horror elements 

would immediately drive the player to read other aspects of the game as belonging to the horror 

genre as well, and allusions to well-known tropes or franchises are understood by most players 

and thus can be used to direct the players’ interpretation of certain elements in a desired 

direction. Environmental storytelling and embedded narratives may seem like they might be 

synonyms, but it is perhaps more correct to say that environmental storytelling is the most 

common form of embedded narrative.  

Emergent narratives are found in any videogame, but generally the freer the player is to explore 

the game world or the more options the player has, the more likely it is that they are able to form 

emergent narratives in the game. Most often emergent narratives are found in sandbox games like 

The Sims, where there is no overarching narrative designed by the developers, but the systems in 

game that govern the actions of your ‘sims’, simulated people whose life the player is in control of 

(Jenkins, 2004, p. 130). Most often emergent narratives are constructed in the mind of the player; 

humans have a strong tendency of pattern seeking, and if, for example, a particular character 

succeeds on tasks consistently, a player may construct a narrative around that character being 

lucky, reliable or skilled despite the character’s actual chance of success, which may have been the 

same as any other character’s chance of success. Similar micronarratives can be found in virtually 

any videogame, but different kinds of games gravitate much more towards emergent narratives 

than others (Jenkins, 2004, p. 130). Some games, like The Sims for example, are built to heavily 

encourage emergent narratives as there is no set plot or narrative otherwise, although elements 

like embedded narratives through environmental storytelling can be found even in many sandbox 

games like The Sims (ibid.). For this thesis the concepts of enacted and embedded narratives are 

more important than that of emergent narratives, as despite them doubtlessly appearing in The 

Witcher 3 as well, the game is built so heavily on the pre-existing narrative structures that the 

designers built that there is less focus on emergent narratives in the analysis than there is for 

embedded narratives and environmental storytelling. 

 



 

29 
 

 

3.4. Theory of Adaptation 

Theory of adaptation is generally a rapidly expanding field of study, as most of the writing on 

adaptation has been produced only since 1990 (Elliot, 2020, p. 1). Despite this, throughout history 

many influential texts have received numerous adaptations, appropriations and references across 

a range of media (Askander, Gutowska & Makai, 2022, p. 265). These kinds of intertextual 

networks of related stories are called transmedial storyworlds (ibid.). Transmedial storyworlds 

emphasize the shared elements of a universe across different media, so in the case of The Witcher 

series there exists a transmedial storyworld encompassing the literature and games this thesis 

concerns itself with, as well as many other media such as television, comics and tabletop role 

playing games among many others. These transmedial storyworlds can of course include many 

kinds of connections between their various parts, for example some of the works may share a 

common story continuity despite being in different media, while others in the same transmedial 

storyworld may simply share characters or worlds without having any continuity between each 

other, or even act as reimaginations of different works in the same transmedial storyworld 

(Askander, Gutowska & Makai, 2022, p.266–267). The Witcher transmedial storyworld most likely 

exhibits all these relationships between the different works, but for this thesis the shared 

continuity from the books to the videogames directs the analysis, whereas other works in the 

same storyworld are not considered. As adaptation is a major part of this study, theory of 

adaptation will be examined, mainly through Linda Hutcheon and Siobhan O’Flynn’s Theory of 

Adaptation (2013). It is most important to see what has been said about videogame adaptation in 

particular, as that is what the object of study here is.  

“An adaptation can be described as the following: an acknowledged transposition of a 

recognizable other work or works, a creative and an interpretive act of appropriation or salvaging, 

or an extended intertextual engagement with the adapted work” (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 

8). Of course, this definition can be challenged, but what seems overtly clear is that the 

relationship between an adaptation and its source material is key to the definition of an 

adaptation, as there can be no adaptation without source material to adapt. All texts are of course 

intertextual in one way or another, but adaptations acknowledge this intertextual relationship 

with their specific source material (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 21). The long-standing view on 

adaptation was also that adaptations were secondary to their source material, and thus lesser 
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(Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 2). However, this thinking was largely based on so-called fidelity 

criticism which focused on looking at how faithful the adaptations were to the original source 

material, which is where the idea of adaptation as a secondary to its source stemmed from 

(Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p.6–7). The relationship between the adaptation and its source 

material is clearly an important aspect of studying adaptations, but the particular aspect of 

fidelity, e.g., faithfulness, should not be focused on, nor is it discussed in this thesis (ibid.). Instead, 

this relationship can be examined in various other ways without making a value assessment of the 

two works one way or the other. Adaptation is also not necessarily a replication of the original 

work, but instead an adaptation can include any number of elements from its source work while 

changing any number of others, both more clear-cut and concrete elements like characters, 

setting or plot, as well as more elusive aspects such as the ‘spirit’, ‘tone’ or ‘style’ of the source 

material (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p.9–11). There are many examples of works where for 

example the setting or the plot of the original work was changed, but the resulting works are still 

considered adaptations of the originals because there is a clear relationship between the two texts 

without which the adaptation would not exist as it is. Thus, The Witcher 3 can be considered an 

adaptation of The Witcher books even though it does act as a sequel of sorts to the books, as it 

retains the characters and world, as well as many other elements of the books despite having a 

story that follows the books’ story and at times may be at odds with the books’ story as well.  

An important factor when considering adaptation through the lens of adaptation not being 

considered secondary to the source despite being ‘second’, e.g., coming after the source material, 

is that adaptations have the power to also change how we view the source material, as is of course 

also true the other way around (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 29). For example, when we view a 

film adaptation of a book, whether or not we have already read it the film adaptation will most 

likely change our perception of how we imagine the characters and mise-en-scène in the book as 

well (ibid.). When it comes to The Witcher 3, it is easy to see that one may have a different view of 

many of the characters, both visually though how they look but also other aspects such as the 

voice actor choice may affect how certain actions are perceived in the books if one reads the 

books after playing the game. Even if the books are read first and images of how the characters 

look and sound have already been constructed by the reader, knowledge of how the characters 

look and sound in the games may affect the person’s mental imagery afterwards. This effect is of 

course especially strong when it comes to books being adapted into audiovisual media like films, 
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not to mention interactive media like videogames where the player can strongly immerse 

themselves into the world and explore them to a much greater extent than books or film ever 

made possible (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 29). However, when discussing adaptation, it is easy 

to assume that the reader, viewer or player has some kind of knowledge of the original work, deep 

or narrow. However, it is very possible in many cases that a person has no idea that a book, film or 

game they have picked up is actually an adaptation of a previous existing work. In this case, while 

the work having been influenced by the source material obviously does not change, the source 

material cannot have an effect on the perception of the adaptation by the reader of the text, or 

vice versa (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 21). This means that while studying adaptation this 

relationship between the adaptation and the source is of course important, it is possible that some 

readers or players may perceive certain aspects differently due to lacking the knowledge of the 

other texts in the intertextual network. For example, an aspect I may consider true to a character 

due to my knowledge of The Witcher books may present itself as an illogical and sudden change to 

the character for someone who only knows the character through The Witcher 3 game. However, 

the sort of large difference between player or reader perception due to different familiarity with 

the intertextual network is perhaps not very common. In most cases adaptations are made to 

work as individual works and do not require knowledge of their source material, in which case the 

differences between the perceptions of readers or players of differing familiarity with the work 

may be quite small.  

 

3.4.1. Adapting to Videogames 

No medium is inherently capable of doing one thing and not another, but all media has at its 

disposal different means of expression and employs different modes of engagement – thus 

achieving certain things better than others (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 24). Hutcheon and 

O’Flynn categorize the three main modes of engagement different media have as telling, showing 

and participatory (2013, p. 22). Literature such as novels and poems mostly employ telling, as they 

have little to no visual or auditory elements, while film employs mostly showing but is capable of 

telling as well, and videogames specifically focus on the participatory mode of engagement, 

although they are capable of both telling and showing as well. While all of these media are capable 

of the other modes of engagement, there is already a clear separation between The Witcher book 

series and The Witcher 3 videogame due to the different media types they exist in. Even more 
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than that, even if the media used was the same, or the mode of engagement did not differ at all, 

there is no such thing as a ‘literal’ adaptation no more than there can be a ‘literal’ translation as 

both adaptation and translation always require some form of change (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, 

p. 16). Thus, one cannot only look at elements that appear exactly same, as so many aspects of the 

adapted work and its source may still have a strong relationship to each other despite being quite 

different due to the differences in medium (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 34–35). A clear example 

of how the mode of engagement changing affects the way an adaptation works is that novels 

usually are quite poor at showing anything, and although they may include images especially 

auditory aspects are hardly ever a part of traditional novels. There are some novels that include 

music, be it written down song lyrics or intertextual links to music which the reader could go out 

and listen to, but the novels themselves cannot supply us with music (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, 

p. 25), although in theory it might be possible through musical notation if the reader was able to 

both read musical notation and visualize or otherwise reproduce the music from that. It is also 

important to note that the modes of engagement are not the only axis on which different media 

differ, and thus the lines are less clear than it might seem at first. For example, the privacy of 

reading can be quite close to the privacy of playing a videogame or watching a movie by oneself, 

while a communal viewing experience of a movie or stage play will have its own effect on the 

perception of the work (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 27). Thus, even the same work, for example 

a film, can be perceived differently due to even the place and format it was viewed in. With The 

Witcher 3, one might find some parts of the game to fit the genre of horror, if playing the game in 

the dark and being generally susceptible to horror elements. Others may play the same part of the 

game and recognize the same aspects of the horror genre, but still feel that the game is not really 

using the horror genre, but simply borrowing some elements from it, for example due to the fact 

that they were playing in broad daylight, or were not as scared of the particular moments. 

Videogames, like any medium, have a number of aspects that are either unique to only them or 

shared by many but not all media. For example, being an audiovisual media format, videogames 

employ both image and sound as tools to convey information to players, something literature 

usually does not do. In particular, music is used in videogames as it is used in film to convey 

emotion to the player, something that books use less subtle methodology to achieve. Music 

connects the player or viewer to what is happening on the screen on many axes, borrowing the 

rhythm of our own bodies and our perception of sounds to convey emotion while literary language 
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will just name the same emotions (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 60). Similarly, the visual elements 

in a videogame have immediate effect on how the player reacts to the game. The different 

perspectives from first person view where the player sees the videogame world as if they were in 

it themselves, to a third-person perspective where the players are looking at the action from afar, 

convey different kinds of relationships between the player and the character(s) they are 

controlling (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 55). A first-person perspective usually connects the 

player and the character more strongly, having the player act as themselves in the game world, 

while third-person games create more distance between the character and the player (ibid.). Of 

course, this does not mean that players cannot identify with third-person perspective characters, 

only that there is a more immediate separation between character and player from the start, and 

most often in third-person perspective games the characters have preset roles and names, while 

in many first-person games the player can customize the character more or the character’s 

likeness is not shown, and the player is free to imagine what they wish.  

While The Witcher 3s protagonist Geralt is a pre-established character separate from the player 

viewed in third person, the player can still of course identify with Geralt as the player is making 

choices and enacting the plot through gameplay, and thus is Geralt to an extent even if the player 

is not in full control of how Geralt’s character is portrayed. An interesting aspect inherent with 

adaptation to videogames is that a certain sense of security afforded by traditional noninteractive 

media such as books or film is lost to a videogame player. In books and films there is a sense of 

security that the protagonist will prevail, even if this is not always the case, and at the very least 

the reader or viewer does not have any agency in how the story progresses (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 

2013, p. 50). With videogames, the player can cause the story to halt if their skill is not enough to 

move through a particular challenge in the game, or with many role-playing games in particular 

the player may affect the story in a way that leads to an outcome the player may not want. This is, 

of course, part of the fun of the videogames as well as the interactivity also requires real stakes for 

the player to be narratively engaged, which is the core gameplay element of role-playing games 

(Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 50; Schules, Peterson, & Picard, 2018, p. 108).  

In comparison, the temporality in videogames is also often different to that of literature. Despite 

what tense books are written, they at least present information to the reader at whichever pace 

the reader decides to read them, and in addition to this the tense used can vary greatly even 

inside the same literary work. This is different to film or videogames use time, as despite 
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storytelling tools familiar from literature like flashes back and forward, as well as so-called time 

skips where a piece of time is not shown to the reader are used to change the flow of story-time, 

the flow of real time which is tied to the discourse-time of these works stays the same unlike with 

books, where telling can happen at different speeds depending on the situation (Hutcheon & 

O’Flynn, 2013, p. 63–64). Perhaps the only situation where this is not true is with slowing and 

speeding up the time in film or videogame, but even then, the real-time aspect of the experience 

stays the same, unlike with books where the reader can vary their reading speed depending on 

any number of factors, from the level of engagement or focus a particular part requires or imparts 

on the reader (ibid.). The Witcher 3 is somewhat typical in this aspect, as it mostly uses time skips 

and flashbacks to separate the real time progression of discourse time and story time. The game 

often has time skips of a day or more in quests, which helps build a view that the story takes place 

over a long period of time despite the fact that completing the game takes anywhere from a few 

days to over 200 hours in real time. In this temporal aspect, videogames do not only differ from 

literature like film does, but they also take it further than film and have the player really immersed 

in the pace of real life through the game actions that the player takes being in real time. This 

creates an interesting situation, where the game time works at the same time as in real-time, but 

still also maintains a cinematic illusion of pace where the player may do game actions in real time 

while the story still progresses at a different pace (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 67). For example, 

a player may defeat a particular opponent in The Witcher 3 in a minute or two, but on a story level 

the game’s time may advance a whole day during the time it takes the player to find said 

opponent and defeat it. The game achieves this through mixing the different tools mentioned 

before, as it may use a time skip to advance the time from day to night or vice versa during this, as 

well as through having the in-game night-day cycle advance at a much faster rate than real time 

despite the players’ actions being clearly taken in real time.  

 

3.4.2 Challenges with Videogame adaptations 

A key concept in adaptation is the idea that when adapting from different form of media, e.g., 

from a book to a film or in this thesis from a book to a videogame, the resulting work must be 

made according to the affordances of the new media instead of trying to make a complete copy of 

the original work. While The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt is not a direct adaptation of the Witcher series 

books, it is attempting to adapt the series’ characters, world and atmosphere. Thus, this same 



 

35 
 

point holds true in this case as well. Aragay (2005) summarizes the problem very clearly: “What is 

clear in the context of the fidelity debate is that any film which prioritises transposition over 

interpretation is unlikely to recognise the pitfalls of aiming to bring the novel ‘to life’ and will, 

moreover, spectacularly fail by freezing all the action and events in an impossible simulacrum of 

the past made present” (p. 48). While she is referring to the fact that some films try to keep the 

actions and events as close to the book they are based on, and how that is problematic because of 

something inherent in the film genre, the same idea of prioritizing interpretation over 

transposition being a good practice surely holds true in any adaptation. Thus, as mentioned 

before, it is not that the adaptation should present the original work completely unchanged, but 

instead it is important to consider which elements of the original media are worth keeping while 

making the adaptation work in the media being adapted to. As different media employ the 

different modes of engagement on different levels and have different axis of communication, 

adapting any work into another medium requires the adaptation of that work to employ the 

different tools found in the new medium, even if these tools do not seem to fit the source 

material. 

As different media have their own strengths when it comes to what they can achieve, they do also 

have their weaknesses. In comparison to literature, and in some respects film as well, it can be 

argued that videogames have difficulty representing the interiority of characters and the 

situations they are in (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 62). This is of course because when literature 

portrays the interiority of characters, that being their thoughts, emotions etc., the same methods 

of telling are used as with everything else that literature is portraying. However, both film and 

videogames often use telling as a mode of engagement much less than they do showing or 

interacting, and this leads to a situation where might be odd to suddenly be hearing or reading the 

character’s inner monologue or a description of their emotions (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 62). 

This is, however, not the only way inwardness can be portrayed, nor is it necessarily always true 

that hearing a character’s inner monologue would seem odd. Inwardness is often portrayed 

through outward signs, like gestures, tone, facial expression, and the use of inner monologue may 

fit certain genres of videogame or film better than others. A part of the reason why these methods 

are less common in film and videogames is the temporal aspect of these media: these media are 

experienced in real time, so slowing down or stopping time for internal monologue would possibly 

take the reader of the text out of the experience (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 63). This reasoning 
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can be challenged, and it is perhaps not categorically odd to use these narrative devices, just that 

it is up to the work if these devices would fit the work. It is not to say that these elements are 

never seen in film or videogames, just that they are much less common than in literature and 

could be construed as breaking the fourth wall if done in the same way as in literature, which is 

perhaps why they are less used in these media. However, videogames also have a strength in 

representing interiority, as it is much easier for players to attribute their own interior motives, 

desires, hopes and fears to the characters in game as they are directing or acting as the characters 

during gameplay (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 63). This is especially the case with first-person 

games where the distinction between player and character is smaller, but even in third-person 

games where the player is in control of a predetermined character with set emotions and thoughts 

it is clear that through immersion in gameplay the player gets closer to the character than they 

might with the same plot in a film. An important point to touch on briefly is question whether 

games can or should be considered as adaptations of other media. While this may seem like a self-

explanatory question considering how many videogame adaptations of popular movies, but the 

topic has nevertheless been much discussed, as there persists an old-fashioned view towards 

videogames as lesser, or as “not-art” with many researchers even to this day, and this leads to a 

situation where these same people may argue that videogames cannot work as adaptations of 

artistic work no more than milk cartons can, for example. While this is an argument that has been 

made, it seems that according to the definition used in this thesis there is no reason to argue for 

or against videogames being able to act as adaptations of other media.  

This study is looking at the adaptation of the Witcher book series into the medium of videogame, 

but some videogame researchers would argue that videogames do not count as narratives, and 

thus adaptation of traditional narrative mediums is not possible in videogame form. For example, 

Juul (2001) argues that games and stories do not translate to each other in the same way as 

literature and film do, and the relation between a player and a reader or viewer is completely 

different which stops us from engaging with the media in the same way (n.p.). This would lead to a 

situation where, despite perhaps being an adaptation of the same storyworld, according to Juul 

videogames cannot work to adapt the narrative from only media, which would be significant if 

true.  While Juul’s work on the subject is a little dated especially since videogames have evolved 

much more than literature or film have in the recent years simply due to the younger age of the 

art form, both simply due to more videogames being made as well as through technological 
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development which has affected videogames much more than it has many other media like film, 

even if other media are affected as well. Juul makes claims on a basis that, in my opinion, could be 

used to arrive at a completely opposite conclusion as well. Juul’s work is especially relevant for this 

study, as his view of videogames as not fitting the requirements for a narrative would discredit the 

use of narratology as a tool to analyze videogames, if Juul’s viewpoint would be taken as a fact. 

Juul mentions the game Half Life that was quite groundbreaking when it was first released and 

introduced or improved on many elements that have become commonplace in the modern 

narrative-driven single player videogames that the Witcher games also belong to. Adapting the 

narrative is an important part of adapting media such as film or literature, which is why Juul’s 

writing is important to consider for this kind of study. Juul (2001) contemplated the status of 

videogames as narratives and concluded that videogames should not be considered as narratives 

and thus cannot act as adaptations of narratives from other media(n.p.). This study, however, 

argues that the Witcher videogames are adaptations of the Witcher book series despite being a 

continuation instead of a retelling of the same story, so videogames must at least be considered 

narratives in order to achieve this. Juul’s definition of an adaptation is different from the one used 

in this thesis, as it requires the adaptation and the original to have the same story events, but his 

theory is nevertheless important to consider. 

Juul mentions, like Hutcheon and O’Flynn before, that everything can never be translated from 

one medium to another, so for example one cannot translate every detail of a film to a book, or 

vice versa, yet we can still recognize the two media to be adaptations of each other (2001, n.p.). 

Juul then goes on to split narratives into multiple pieces, into discourse (telling the story) and the 

story (the story that is being told) (Juul, 2001, n.p.). The story itself can be further divided into two 

categories: existents (actors and settings) and events (actions and happenings), and two narratives 

that have the same existents and the same events can be considered to be the same story, 

whether it be retelling, adaptation or some other form of similitude (Juul, 2001, n.p.). Juul then 

goes on to look at adaptations of movies into videogames and vice versa and finds that in his 

experience the videogame to movie -adaptations do not seem to fulfill these requirements for 

being the same story, which is one of the reasons he considers videogames to not be narratives. 

While it is true that movie to videogame adaptations are much more likely to have the same story 

than videogame to film adaptations, at least today it is not too difficult to find some examples of 

videogame to film adaptations that do have the same events and existents as the source work. 
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One of Juul’s arguments is that videogames have a much longer runtime, as there often is 

gameplay in which the player repeats the same gameplay loop over and over, and thus there are 

events which would not be portrayed in the possible film adaptation making the events in the film 

and videogame different (2001, n.p.). However, the same can be said for many adaptations of 

novels into film: nobody would argue that, because the Harry Potter movies leave out quite a large 

number of events in the daily lives of the characters, that they do not count as having the same 

story as the novels, or that films cannot be considered narratives due to this. Juul gets quite close 

to reaching the conclusion that videogames could, despite all of his arguments, be considered 

narratives as he does concede that videogames do seem to have some similarities with narratives 

and contain narrative elements. (2001, n.p.).   

Player interaction especially seems problematic for Juul (2001), as one of his main arguments is 

that there cannot be interaction and narration at the same time, as he views these two as being 

opposite to each other. A simple argument is that it is possible to have interactive parts between 

narrative parts like Juul (2001) admits himself, but there is also such a thing as a narrative that 

build through player interaction. For example, there have been both interactive novels (or choose 

your own adventure novels) and so-called text-based adventures in literature and videogames for 

decades. The two mediums are quite similar, as interactive novels allow the reader to pick 

between two or more possible choices of how the story should continue, and text-based 

adventures often but not always simply have more of these choices, for example allowing the 

player to pick every piece of dialogue that a certain character utters in the game. If interactive 

novels are still considered narratives despite the reader having some agency in the events of the 

story, why would text-based adventures and by extent all games be narratives? There does not 

seem to be any strong arguments for why the situation would be different when the player of a 

game has perhaps more agency than the reader of an interactive novel, as there nonetheless 

seems to be a narrative that was crafted by the creators of the game, the player simply is allowed 

to affect this narrative inside the constraints that the creators have set for them. Any form of 

narrative only becomes a narrative as someone experiences and interprets it, so some level of 

agency is always afforded to the read 

In addition to the fact that videogames should be considered narratives in order to analyze them 

as such, Juul’s (2001) theory also offers the study a good starting point for analysis. Even if Juul’s 

definition of the same story contains that both the existents and events should be the same, as 
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mentioned before, using a broader definition of an adaptation the first point of requiring the same 

existents in order for a work to be considered an adaptation of another is wise. To use Juul’s 

definition would mean disregarding the point Hutcheon and O’Flynn made about adaptation being 

based on the relationship between the work and its source, not some kind of direct translation of 

the work into another media. After all, it is difficult to see an adaptation of a work where the same 

characters or settings do not appear as in the original. Thus, a major part of the analysis in this 

thesis is done through analyzing specifically the characters and settings of the Witcher books and 

videogames and comparing the two.  
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4. Analysis 

The analysis of The Witcher 3 is roughly divided into three sections, the first being its 

narratological analysis through elements like the characters and the world of The Witcher series, 

which is followed by discussion of the game’s narrative structures and how they relate to the 

narrative found in the series’ books. This discussion of narrative works to bridge the gap between 

narratology and ludology as with game narratives some elements will be discussed which do not 

neatly belong to only either methodology. Finally, the gameplay of The Witcher 3 is discussed, and 

its elements are compared to elements of the books to see if the gameplay exists for the sake of 

gameplay, or if it has implications of being based on material adapted from the books.  

 

4.1 The Character of Geralt 

As the character of Geralt of Rivia is under intense focus as the protagonist in both in the books 

and in the videogame, it makes sense that analysis of Geralt’s character seems very useful for 

seeing how the game attempts to adapt the books. In the novels, Geralt is portrayed as a man who 

shows a very cynical and cold personality, often citing this to be caused by the experiments he was 

put under in his becoming a witcher, a mutated monster slayer. However, in the books Geralt is 

shown to contradict this outward appearance at times, as he is often shown to be very loyal and 

protective when it comes to his friends. While Geralt is many times depicted as a character who 

views of the world as full of tragedy and strife, he contradicts this worldview often on the same 

page through his trademark dry humor. His love-life, particularly his relationship with the sorcerer 

Yennefer is also often the focus of the books, as well as his father-daughter -relationship with his 

adoptive daughter, Ciri. In these parts of the story his more warm and human side is shown, and 

while he never quite loses his cynicism, he portrays a lot of more positive attributes such as his 

good sense of humor whenever he is interacting with the people he cares about. 

How has The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt adapted Geralt’s character?  The game is faced with a problem, 

as its game mechanics emphasize giving the player agency in the flow of events in the game. Thus, 

the makers of the game have had to somehow enable the player to make choices for the character 

while trying to keep the different options for courses of action somehow seeming true to the 
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character. How this seems to have been achieved is through dividing the options not by good or 

bad as is somewhat common in the genre of open world RPGs as well as in videogames in general. 

Instead, The Witcher 3 portrays the players choices as much more morally ambiguous. This way, it 

is possible for the game to allow for multiple very different choices but still keep them all – at least 

mostly – as the kinds of choices that a player familiar with Geralt’s character could see Geralt 

making. 

A concrete example of preselected character choices would be a quest in the game during which 

Geralt finds a military camp that seems to have been destroyed, with a troll (a large sentient but 

dim-witted monster) sitting in the middle of camp. Geralt goes on to speak with the beast and 

finds out that the Troll believes it has been conscripted to the Redanian army and thus is patrolling 

the camp. However, through further discussion Geralt finds out that the soldiers were attacked by 

a group of angry peasants, and in the ensuing battle both the peasants and the soldiers ended up 

dead, with it being implied that the troll may have accidentally killed many of the soldiers along 

with the peasants. As Geralt is a witcher and he has been hired to investigate the troll and possibly 

kill it, he is faced with a conundrum: the troll is not aggressive towards people, nor does it seem to 

be causing any harm at the moment. However, it has killed a lot of people before, and also has 

cooked the people it has killed in a large pot because it did not want the meat to go to waste. 

Thus, Geralt could choose to kill the troll as it has killed and eaten people and thus clearly is not 

completely harmless. However, it also seems that the Troll would not kill people without reason, 

and it still seems committed to the idea that it is in the service of the Redanian army, so Geralt 

could just leave it as it does not seem to be of threat to anyone at the moment. In the books 

Geralt is sometimes portrayed as having a sort of nature conservation mindset, where he prefers 

not to kill endangered species like dragons or harmless creatures like unicorns, despite his job as a 

monster-slaying witcher. He sometimes refers to this as being a part of “the witcher code”, but it 

is implied that at least some of this witcher code is just things that Geralt himself prefers not to 

do. Thus, should the player choose to kill or spare the troll, both options can be viewed as being 

something Geralt himself would do, as the question is very morally ambiguous in the first place. 

While the abovementioned quest is a good example of a morally ambiguous choice where it is 

easy to see the book character of Geralt choosing either option, there are of course many points 

at which the game simply cannot give the player agency while staying true to the character. 

Perhaps most often the option where the game character contradicts the most with the book 
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character is in cases where the player has a failure state that does not lead to a game over, instead 

having the game just continue from a less-than-optimal end to a particular quest. For example, it is 

often possible to make hasty judgements on the wrong basis on secondary quests, a type of quest 

that is not mandatory for the completion of the main story but often offers additional story and 

can even affect aspects of the main story in many cases. These kinds of failure state endings, as 

opposed to endings like the one discussed with the Troll quest where either way to deal with the 

situation can be seen as correct based on the player’s moral compass, also exist in some of the 

main story quests, and how and if the player is punished for reaching these endings varies 

depending on the quest. An example of this is a particular quest called Carnal Sins, where a friend 

of Geralt’s, a bard by the name of Priscilla is attacked by an unknown assailant and Geralt decides 

to investigate the matter. The quest is quite lengthy, but the two main endings of the quest 

revolve around two characters, the coroner Hubert Rejk and Reverend Nathaniel Pastodi. The 

player is given reason to suspect both these characters, as the player learns that the reverend 

used to be a torturer, while the seemingly trustworthy doctor that is treating Priscilla after the 

attack seems to distrust the coroner. Through a series of events the story leads to Geralt finding 

the reverend torturing a woman that is known to be the attacker’s next victim, and the player is 

presented with a choice to either kill the reverend before he can kill the woman, or to make him 

talk. While it would be quite easy to go with the knee-jerk reaction of killing the man, questioning 

him about the activity is made out to be the correct choice, as it turns out that he is simply sick 

and perverted, and had paid the woman to let him torture her for his pleasure. This leads to Geralt 

realizing that the coroner Rejk is actually Priscilla’s attacker and the murderer behind many 

killings, and the player gets to confront the coroner and defeat him in a fight, as the coroner turns 

out to be a vampire.  

There is some discussion to be had about whether the abovementioned quest is the perfect 

example of a failure state that the game lets the player continue from. The quest gets completed 

even if the player never finds the true killer, whereas with some quests the game simply marks 

them as failed and lets the player continue on. However, in those cases it seems that the failure 

state is more of a gameplay-oriented thing in that the player fails the quest during combat or 

other kind of gameplay, not as a result of choices they make. Those kinds of failures usually have 

little to no effect on the story as a whole, and thus are simply marked as failed. In cases such as 

the one mentioned here however, the quest is completed but the player is given some kind of 
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knowledge that they did not finish the quest in the best way, either through the game’s quest log 

or often through later events in other quests where it turns out that the player’s actions had some 

unwanted consequences. In this case, the player can find a confession note where they find out 

that Hubert Rejk was the murderer all along, although in this particular case the ending does not 

really have any lasting effects on other quests. The reason why these kinds of events are 

important when evaluating how Geralt’s character has been adapted is that, while the book 

character of course does make mistakes on occasion, it is important to note that a big part of the 

books’ theme is the concept of choosing the lesser evil and trying to do what is right. In The Last 

Wish Geralt is confronted with the request of killing a person that has killed many others, and is 

supposedly a mutant, a non-human as the person who requests this puts it. Geralt is asked to 

choose the lesser evil of killing this person rather than letting them continue their killing, but 

Geralt does not see it the same way and offers one of the famous quotes from the books:  

‘Evil is evil, Stregobor,’ said the witcher seriously as he got up. ‘Lesser, greater, middling, it’s 

all the same. Proportions are negotiated, boundaries blurred. I’m not a pious hermit, I 

haven’t done only good in my life. But if I’m to choose between one evil and another, then I 

prefer not to choose at all. Time for me to go. We’ll see each other tomorrow.’ (Sapkowski, 

2007, p. 98) 

Of course, in the end Geralt ends up having to choose between the two evils, as the point of the 

books is not really that one has the luxury of not choosing, but rather that one is often forced to 

choose between multiple options, none of which is desirable. This is well reflected in the game in 

the quests where ambiguous moral choice is expected from the player, like the one mentioned at 

the start of this section with the troll. The distinction between The Witcher 3s moral choices and 

those of many other videogames of the same genre, such as the popular Mass Effect or Fallout 

franchises, are clearly derived from being forced to choose the lesser evil as The Witcher 3 does 

not have any kind of system to show whether the choice made by the player was a good or an evil 

one, whereas the two other franchises mentioned, as well as many others, have some kind of 

number that shows clearly whether the character has done good or evil acts. The Mass Effect 

franchise uses a different kind of distinction rather than good and evil, but regardless it is quite 

common for the RPG genre to have a very clear and concrete way of telling the player what kind of 

morality or other aspect their actions tend towards. When The Witcher 3 does show the player a 

clear-cut moral choice, it is often in moments that are very short and have little to no effect on the 
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overall story or subsequent events. The quests with failure states that allow the player to still 

complete the quest often still play to this angle of being forced to choose the lesser evil, even if it 

is perhaps not immediately obvious. In the example discussed previously, the player cannot 

choose to kill the reverend that is torturing a woman for his own pleasure if the player wishes to 

catch the real killer. Thus, the player in the process of getting to the “correct” ending of the quest 

is made to choose between two evils, and if one knew of both endings to the quest most would 

probably agree that killing a serial killer is the lesser evil than killing someone who does not kill 

people, just tortures them. The same themes do of course come up in the narrative of the game as 

well, but it is important to consider whether the gameplay also follows the same themes as the 

books.  

 

4.2 Connecting elements in The Witcher 3 and The Witcher books 

An important aspect of analyzing how The Witcher 3 adapts the Witcher series is how it attempts 

to emulate the world portrayed in The Witcher series novels. While some aspects of this were 

already analyzed while looking at the character of Geralt, many of the themes are not only 

connected to Geralt but to the world of The Witcher or otherwise the works as a whole. Analyzing 

these things can be a difficult task however, especially as the books in this case do not give very 

much description and rely much more heavily on discussions between characters, forcing the 

analysis more towards analyzing abstract and hard to grasp aspects such as mood, theme and 

meaning of the text. Luckily, there are also some more concrete aspects of the series, like its 

referential nature and the shared storyworld that can be analyzed.  Interestingly, while the books’ 

use of relatively few descriptions may make it difficult to analyze the world through the locations, 

The Witcher 3 has an interesting self-referential quality where all of the games, including The 

Witcher 3, borrow heavily from events in the books, at times referencing, while at others even re-

threading previous events from the series. This self-referential nature fits well with the books’ 

already philosophical and at times sarcastic tone. In addition to this self-referential nature and the 

more abstract elements, there are at least one aspect from the books that seems to have made 

the transition from literature to videogame; The Witcher series books use fairy tales as inspiration 

for many of the short stories, as well as even aspects of the novels’ story. This can be clearly seen 

in the videogame as well, through very similar use of fairytale allusions and references.  These 

elements appear in a few different ways in the books, for example some of the short stories in the 
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series present themselves as rewritings of some classic fairy tales, while in others the characters 

seem to be aware of the same fairy tales that the reader may be aware of (Häkki, 2019, p. 10). 

Through elements like these it is possible to analyze if the world portrayed in The Witcher 3 

resembles that of The Witcher book series.  

 

4.2.1. References to self, fairy tales and other works 

The Witcher games have from the beginning had a peculiar way of using their source material 

where, despite being continuation of the books’ story, they borrow certain events from the books 

while being somewhat self-aware that these events are very similar as ones from previously in the 

books’ story. While this is perhaps most obvious in the first installment, the second and third 

games also portray this trait quite often. This may also be a way the games attempt to make 

Geralt’s character seem more similar to the book counterpart. An example of how this self-aware 

‘plagiarism’ is seen in The Witcher 3 is in how Geralt interacts with the character Sigismund 

Dijkstra. Dijkstra is a former spy and someone who Geralt has worked and fought with in the 

books. Dijkstra’s leg in the game is in very bad shape, as a reference to a battle in the books, 

during which Geralt broke Dijkstra’s leg. However, later in the game Dijkstra tries to stop Geralt 

from saving someone he has imprisoned, and the player has the choice to either try to talk it out 

with Dijkstra or use force to push him aside. While both of these choices seem very likely for 

Geralt to do, choosing to use force has Geralt breaking Dijkstra’s leg again despite Dijkstra being 

already in a bad enough shape that it would be enough to just simply push him over. This seems 

like a slight discrepancy from Geralt’s character as despite his being ready to use extreme force or 

even kill if the situation calls for it, in this particular case it seems that breaking Dijkstra’s leg was 

very uncalled for. However, instead of being true to the character, this situation attempts to draw 

a parallel to the similar point in the books where Geralt also breaks Dijkstra’s leg. Thus, to a player 

who is familiar with the books, the situation may feel appropriate despite being against Geralt’s 

overall character. Another, less prominent way the game uses its literary source in a self-

referential way is its use of novel or short story titles in some of its quest names. The epilogue to 

the main game is called Something Ends, Something Begins, which is a reference to a non-canon 

story written by Andrzej Sapkowski called Coś się kończy, coś się zaczyna which has no official 

English translation but would translate to Something Ends, Something Begins, and tells the story of 

Geralt and Yennefer’s wedding. These kinds of references in the quest names are somewhat 
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common, and the quests always have something to do with the part of the books from which they 

borrow their name. For example, the story about Geralt and Yennefer’s wedding, while non-

canonical, clearly takes place at the end of the events of the rest of the books and acts as a sort of 

happy epilogue, while similarly the quest in the game acts as an ending and epilogue to the main 

game, although depending on the player’s actions and personal preference the actions can play 

out differently and be or be perceived as either joyful or sad unlike in the short story. Other quests 

that portray this self-referential nature include, for example, the quest The Last Wish, in which 

Geralt and Yennefer track down a djinn in order to break a spell placed over them by another djinn 

which magically tied their fates together.  

While The Witcher 3 has perhaps fewer fairy tale allusions than its two predecessors, the game 

does still include many, especially in off-hand comments made by Geralt or other characters. 

However, there are also larger instances of clear fairy-tale influence to be found in the game. One 

such instance is a quest by the name Beyond Hill and Dale, which can be found in the game’s final 

expansion Blood and Wine. In the quest, Geralt enters an illusory world called the Land of a 

Thousand Fables, in which Geralt sets out to find a character named Sylvia Anna. In the Land of a 

Thousand Fables Geralt begins by following a yellow brick road, a clear reference to The Wonderful 

Wizard of Oz, an American children’s novel by author L. Frank Baum. While The Wonderful Wizard 

of Oz can be argued to be either fantasy or fairy tale, due to its relatively old age being over 120 

years old as well as being very well known due to many adaptations it is considered to be one of 

the greatest fairy tales of North America (The Wizard of Oz: An American Fairy tale”, 2000). The 

quest later goes on to include many elements from other fairy tales, such as Jack from Jack and 

the Beanstalk, the boy who cried wolf and a full re-enactment of the fairy tale Little Red Riding 

Hood. This is of course quite an obvious reference to many fairy tales, and there are also many 

less-obvious allusions to fairy tales, such as the quest Ciri’s Story: The King of the Wolves during 

the main game. The quest follows Ciri, the other playable character besides Geralt, as she 

attempts to find her way to safety through a dark forest path. Near the beginning of the quest Ciri 

comes upon a little girl named Gretka whose father has sent her to follow a trail of treats in the 

forest. This is an obvious reference to the fairy tale Hansel and Gretel, as Gretka’s name is similar 

to that of Gretel’s, and while in the fairy tale, depending on which of the many versions one reads, 

there are usually two children whom themselves leave a trail to follow back home, the leap from 

them leaving a trail of breadcrumbs or treats to the trail being what leads the children, or in this 
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case child, to danger is not a difficult one to make. Similar to the fairy tale there is also something 

wishing to eat the child at the end, although unlike the fairy tale in the game it is not a witch, but 

instead a werewolf known as the King of Wolves. The reference to Hansel and Gretel is even more 

obvious in the Polish language version of the game, as Gretka’s Polish name is Małgosia, directly 

taken from the Polish title of the fairy tale Jaś i Małgosia. At the end of the quest Gretka also ends 

up as a kitchen helper at a nearby Baron’s keep, which also mirrors the original fairy tale in which 

Gretel ends up as a kitchen helper of the evil witch, albeit unwillingly.  

At times, even very important story events have elements borrow heavily from fairytales, such as 

those in the previously described section with Gretka, or for example during the main story quest 

Isle of Mists where Geralt finally finds Ciri, only to find that she seems to be dead, lying cold and 

breathless on a bed. Geralt finds Ciri in a cabin inhabited currently by 5 dwarves, although before 

there were 7 of which two died just recently, and it is clear from many elements that the whole 

sequence is a reference to the fairytale Snow White, or more likely its Disney movie adaptation 

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Of the seven dwarves in The Witcher 3, one of the dead can be 

seen portraying significant clumsiness before their death, while two of the live ones are one sleepy 

and another sneezy, all three of which are characteristics of the seven dwarves found in the 

Disney film, Dopey, Sleepy and Sneezy respectfully. The Dwarves did not have names in the 

original fairy tale, which seems to suggest that the game developers were inspired by the, most 

likely, better known Disney version of the story. It is well possible that all of the other dwarves 

portray personality traits found in the rest of the Disney dwarves, but as Geralt’s interaction with 

the dwarves is quite short, it is difficult to say if some of them are for example especially jovial or 

grumpy like the Disney counterparts. The quest’s Snow White allusions do not stop there, as Ciri 

being in a breathless coma on a bed is also a clear allusion to the story, and while it is not a true 

love’s kiss that wakes her from her slumber, it can be said to be another kind of love as Ciri awakes 

after Geralt embraces her, believing his adopted daughter to have perished.  

These kinds of fairy-tale allusions, both implicit and explicit, are clearly brought over from The 

Witcher books in which they are also very common. This helps strengthen the connection between 

the books and the games, as finding this kind of common element that is not connected to the 

characters or the fantasy genre of both the books and the games helps make the game feel like a 

Witcher game as opposed to any other fantasy videogame. The fairy-tale allusions, however, are 

only a part of Sapkowski’s prose that can be seen adapted into the videogame medium. Many of 
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the other thematic elements from the books can of course be found in the videogames, as well as 

other elements of Sapkowski’s prose that have parallels in the videogame. Sapkowski’s prose is 

often characterized by its reliance on lengthy and complex discussions between its characters, as 

well as Sapkowski’s playful humor that often brings in elements of the modern world into the 

fantastical world of old in The Witcher (Gawroński & Bajorek, 2020, p. 6). Despite this, the story of 

The Witcher is not one of only humor: above all, it is a story about a character that fights for 

survival in a world that hates him (Gawroński & Bajorek, 2020, p. 5). Thus, an adaptation of The 

Witcher books should reflect these elements, showing both a melancholy, and at times unfair 

world while still retaining the sarcastic and playful humor of the originals. The Witcher is also not a 

wholly a tale about difficulty, and there are many other glimpses of more joyful elements in the 

story, even if the overall mood of the story is centered around strife.  

The humor of a work can be difficult to evaluate, as the topic is quite abstract and it would take a 

long time to get to the bottom of how humor works and what characteristics Sapkowski’s 

aforementioned playful and sarcastic humor truly exhibits. The Witcher 3 often portrays 

Sapkowski’s humor in dry remarks made by Geralt in response to the other characters, as well as 

through borrowing Sapkowski’s way of making light of contemporary topics through the lens of 

the medieval-fantasy world of The Witcher (Gawroński & Bajorek, 2020, p. 6). For example, The 

Witcher 3 has a famous side-quest called The Taxman Cometh in which Geralt is stopped by a tax 

collector who wishes to ask Geralt about his income. The taxman asks Geralt about multiple 

possible income methods he may have used to gain money, all of which are presented as actual 

methods of gaining income in the universe of The Witcher but are all also references to money 

making exploits found in the game where a player could be able to gain more money than 

intended through exploitation of the game’s mechanics.  

While the humor found in Sapkowski’s books is of course not exactly similar to this, the jump from  

medieval fantasy literature making references to contemporary real world, to a videogame set in a 

medieval fantasy world making references to its videogame nature is not a long one. The taxman 

in the quest is also called Walthemor Mitty, which is a clear reference to the titular character of 

the real-world short story The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, which is exactly the kind of reference 

Sapkowski employs in his books as well. The game does also include many jokes in which the 

reference to contemporary problems is more identical to those in the books, for example a quest 

called Paperchase has Geralt trying to retrieve money from a bank in which the witcher has some 
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stored. The Witcher’s visit to the bank becomes a lengthy and tiring journey through bank 

bureaucracy in which Geralt is made to retrieve various forms and permits from many different 

parts of the bank. The whole quest becomes a reference to the Belgian/French animated film The 

Twelve Tasks of Asterix in which the titular character Asterix at one point must retrieve a permit 

document from a multi-storey bureaucratic building. While Asterix appeared first in comic books, 

Twelve Tasks of Asterix is the first Asterix animated film which was not based on a comic book, 

although a comic based on it was later released. While it may otherwise be unclear, it is clear that 

a reference is being made between the two works when Geralt is asked to get a particular form 

called Permit A38, the same exact form that Asterix is tasked with retrieving in the animated film. 

While in Sapkowski’s literary work most references to other works are either to fairy tales or 

works of fantasy literature in keeping with the books’ own genre, this kind of reference to an 

animated film is very much along the same vein. While the quest is a clear reference to another 

work, it is of course at the same time a clear allusion to many current-day bureaucratic systems 

found in most developed countries, which is again an allusion to contemporary life in the same 

vein that Sapkowski often does in his writing. 

A strong literary theme in The Witcher books is their view of the world as a harsh place, one where 

the characters face tragedy on a daily basis. Most often this theme is shown through the main 

character Geralt and portrayed as his personal view of the world, as Geralt often presents this 

view through lengthy monologues describing some aspect of the world to other characters. For 

example, when a character called Stregobor asks Geralt to save him from a possible death, Geralt 

answers him with: 

‘Stregobor,’ said Geralt, ‘that’s the way of the world. One sees all sorts of things when one 

travels. Two peasants kill each other over a field which, the following day, will be trampled 

flat by two counts and their retinues trying to kill each other off. Men hang from trees at the 

roadside, brigands slash merchants’ throats. At every step in town, you trip over corpses in 

the gutters. In palaces they stab each other with daggers, and somebody falls under the 

table at a banquet every minute, blue from poisoning. I’m used to it. So why should a death 

threat impress me, and one directed at you at that?’ (Sapkowski, 2007, p. 92) 

Of course, Geralt only says something like this to Stregobor because their relationship is not 

necessarily cordial, but the quote nevertheless highlights Geralt’s view of the world as a ruthless 

place where a cycle of tragedy is ever present. While it is a worldview Geralt has, many of the 
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events in the books show to the reader that it is also the nature of the world, and thus not only 

connected to Geralt as a character but an aspect of the world as whole. The question becomes, 

does this view of the world translate to the game?  

As with any videogame with combat as a major game mechanic, of course it can be argued that 

the fact that Geralt is constantly getting into fights with both monsters and humans in the game is 

a part of its depiction of the world as a harsh place. However, as such a depiction is common in 

almost any RPG, it would be a weak way  to adapt this worldview into the videogame medium. 

However, many other parts of The Witcher 3 also reflect this view of the world. For example, it is 

not uncommon for the player to complete a quest in which Geralt risks his life to slay a monster 

that is a threat to nearby humans, for these humans to then turn on Geralt either through trying 

to not pay him for the work done, or otherwise betraying their part of the deal. Many NPCs may 

seem like characters that are willing to work with Geralt on something, only to later turn out to be 

against Geralt or to betray him when Geralt is no longer useful to them. All of these themes repeat 

over and over both in The Witcher books as well as in The Witcher 3 videogame. Geralt’s dry 

humor is portrayed in the aforementioned quote as well, although it is not clear from the first 

quote because even the characters in question take the comment seriously at first. However, after 

the character Stregobor reacts to Geralt’s comment by taking offence, Geralt lightens the mood: 

“The wizard turned his head away silently. Geralt laughed. ‘Don’t get all puffed up like a frog, 

magician. Tell me what’s threatening you. We’ll see what can be done.’” (Sapkowski, 2007, p. 92). 

This is often, although not always, how similar situations transpire the game as well. For example, 

during one quest Geralt finds some trolls currently trying to cook a person alive. Geralt needs the 

help of this person, and as a witcher would most likely have to slay the trolls anyway, and the 

player is presented with the task of saving this person from what is a rather gruesome situation. 

The player may simply slay the monsters, but as trolls are a sentient and usually not malicious type 

of monster, the player may have Geralt rather challenge these trolls to a game of riddles. The 

situation then devolves into a piece of dark humor where one character is currently in a pot being 

boiled, while Geralt and the trolls ask riddles of each other while Geralt and the trolls make some 

humorous remark about the man’s situation. While being a strong example about the dark humor 

of the series, being boiled in a pot by trolls is of course a part of the fairy tale inspiration of the 

whole The Witcher series as well. 
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4.2.2. Music and Sound 

While music and sound, for the most part, cannot be found in books, videogames use music and 

sound almost without exception for multiple uses. One of the most common reasons audio is used 

is to convey or enhance the atmosphere and mood experienced by the player, but it can also be 

used to convey different kinds of information to the player (Nagorsnick & Martens, 2015, p. 359). 

Music is especially important to consider when studying a book-to-videogame adaptation as many 

of the textual elements books use to convey atmosphere and setting are not present, instead 

replaced by auditory and visual elements. While visual elements are equally important, music and 

sound has a unique place in videogame design through its interaction with the player’s actions, as 

the music and sounds played are on some level dictated by the player’s actions. This kind of 

interactivity is the biggest obvious difference between how videogame music and music in other 

media, like film and theatre works (Summers & Hannigan, 2016, p. 25). This also leads to a 

difference in different players’ experiences as the music players hear, and thus how they 

experience a particular moment in a game can vary. While it is much more interesting for this 

study to look at how the music in The Witcher 3 builds atmosphere, it is important to point out 

that the audio cues that are used to convey some kind of information to players can also have an 

effect on the overall presentation of the game, after all while these musical cues are often used to 

convey new information to the player, such as an enemy being nearby, the information is often 

accompanied by a change in tone in the game, in case of the enemy the music moving from the 

game’s usual mood and tone to a more aggressive or possibly careful tone (Summers & Hannigan, 

2016, p. 21).  

The Witcher 3, like many other videogames, employs an adaptive and active music algorithm 

where the game’s music adapts to the player’s actions as well as changes in the game world 

through the use of cross fading the musical pieces in a way that attempts to be as seamless as 

possible so as not to cause jarring fast changes in tone (Nagorsnick & Martens, 2015, p. 360). What 

this means in practice is that the game switches to a different soundtrack when the player gets 

close enough to an enemy, or for example when the weather conditions change in the game world 

in order to match the mood of the game at each particular moment. This can sometimes fail to do 

so, for example if the player happens to go near a group of enemies but is only passing through, 

the combat music may play for only a few seconds after which it fades back into the calmer 
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atmospheric music from before. There are of course also many points in the game, particularly 

during quests, in which a set musical piece is set to play independent of the player’s actions or the 

various parameters in the game world, as many of the musical pieces are tied to particular story 

beats or characters just like they are in film. It is quite difficult to analyze how musical choices in a 

videogame relate to elements of traditional literature such as books, as there is not much to make 

direct comparison of. The Witcher series books do include some lyrics of music sung during the 

story, but there are no melodies associated with those lyrics and the game on the other hand has 

only a few songs that are supposed to be sung by the characters during story, while all other music 

exists as background music that the characters do not hear but the player does, similar to how film 

and television uses its background soundtrack. However, what one can look at is how the game 

might leave out or emphasize certain aspects of the music, and how that might relate to the 

literary text’s mood and atmosphere. While the books do not include music themselves, readers 

and players will make associations based on real world cultures, and through these associations 

the music in the videogame can be connected to The Witcher books indirectly, rather than 

comparing some aspects of  the two works directly. 

A major musical theme in The Witcher 3’s soundtrack are instruments and melodic elements from 

traditional folk music in Poland and the Slavic cultural sphere as a whole. In an interview by the 

website culture.pl, an organization funded by Poland’s ministry of culture, The Witcher 3 music 

director Marcin Przybyłowicz explained that they did not feel constrained by real world medieval 

music when creating The Witcher 3’s soundtrack because of the unique nature of the books’ world 

which is in parts medieval, and in parts contemporary. This led them to using more elements of 

folk music, which while having its roots far back in history was not written down since around the 

19th century, unlike many other musical genres from the medieval times, like that of liturgical 

music for example (culture.pl, n.d.). To achieve a unique blend of folk music and more traditional 

medieval tones, the creators chose a mix of a traditional orchestra accompanied by solo folk 

instruments, both to play into player expectations as well as to create a unique soundscape that 

would be immediately recognizable as that of The Witcher (ibid.). Finally, many of the musical 

pieces, even ones meant mostly as background sounds include sung portions or singing 

throughout the music, which is not wholly unique to The Witcher 3, but the fact that the game has 

Polish lyrics in most of its music is exceptional in a market where most games are made to an 

English-speaking audience and have little to no foreign language content remaining, despite their 
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country of origin. There are a few songs with English lyrics that appear as in-universe songs sung 

by some of the non-player characters, that have been translated to many the various languages in 

which the game has been translated to. Leaving the original Polish language singing helps keep the 

series’ Slavic roots intact even in the various translations.  

Many of the folk instruments used are also specific to Poland, Belarus, Russia and other Slavic 

countries which helps tie the musical theme to that of the books’ Slavic origins. It can be argued 

that not all players may be aware of the series’ Slavic origins, nor may players realize the 

connection between the folk instruments and melodies to Slavic culture. Despite the series’ origins 

in Poland and its relative success being limited to various Slavic countries for most of its lifetime, 

Gawroński & Barojek (2020) argue that The Witcher has ceased to be solely a Polish or Slavic 

product, and it has entered the mainstream global mass culture, with all the benefits and 

disadvantages that come with it (p. 3). Still, the books show their heritage through various means 

(such as the food, customs and setting present), and the games follow up on this through both 

including the same aspects as the books, but also through the music present as well. The game 

employs the same elements of music to build both the connection to the books through the 

unique cultural elements, as well as a broader connection to the medieval setting of the series 

through use of musical elements that players connect to medieval settings in other media. The 

Witcher 3 is of course the third game in the series, and the musical themes continue from the 

previous two games, building a connection not only the book series, but to the game series as well 

even if the player is not aware of the cultural elements present in the music.   

While the former section studies the use of longer musical pieces in the game, games often 

employ short musical cues to punctuate gameplay actions and important moments (Summers & 

Hannigan, 2016, p. 23). Short musical cues are often used when the player achieves something, for 

example defeating an enemy or gaining a level, or when the player experiences a kind of failure, 

and serve as signals to the player focusing their attention to a specific element (ibid.). They exist in 

space between sound effects and music, but unlike most videogame sound effects these cues have 

a musical element and do not attempt to emulate some voice happening in the game world like 

sound effects do, but rather act as something only the player is supposed to hear (Summers & 

Hannigan, 2016, p. 23). The Witcher 3, while full of various sound effects from footsteps to sounds 

at a bar, to the sounds of combat, uses musical cues quite sparingly in comparison to many other 

games. There are very few, with some of the notable ones being the musical cues for completing a 
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quest, gaining a character level and the playable character dying. The sound effect indicating the 

completion of a quest and that of the player character gaining a level are directed towards 

informing the player that something requiring a response from the player has happened. If the 

player has completed a quest, they need to decide on which quest to take next, although the 

game does automatically pick the next main quest for the player if the player does not go into the 

menu and choose themselves. If Geralt gains a level, the player must decide how to use their skill-

points in another menu, which is something that is beneficial to the player and yet does not 

happen without player input. Both of these sound effects are very short and only accompanied by 

small text in the bottom of the game screen, which helps to keep the player immersed in the 

game’s world while still conveying the information in an efficient matter. Both of these musical 

cues are short pieces including drums, various folk music instruments, as well as very short pieces 

of sung music. This helps the sounds to both stand out from the other music of the game through 

their heavy use of drums, while still blend in enough to not cause a distraction from the other 

soundscape because they are not too different either.  

 

4.2.3 Analysis of the locations in the storyworld 

While music is a powerful tool that videogames have to portray parts of books that cannot or 

usually are not adapted directly, there are also many aspects in the books that have a more direct 

comparison in The Witcher 3. One of these aspects are the different locations in the storyworld 

and how they are presented in the media. Analyzing the differences and similarities between two 

worlds, one portrayed by books and another by a videogame, can be quite difficult because the 

two worlds are not portrayed through the same methods. Books often have either very few or no 

images at all, while videogames like The Witcher 3 take the verbal descriptions found in books and 

transform those wholly into visual form. Thus, to compare the two means to compare two 

completely different things, and the challenge is recognizing which parts of the different worlds 

can be compared, and which simply do not have equivalents and cannot be analyzed. The Witcher 

3’s world is mostly visible to the player through environmental storytelling, although the story and 

plot of the game of course also play a part in how the world is portrayed to the player. The 

Witcher series books on the other hand portray the world through textual narration. The books 

describe scenery or other aspects of the world only sparsely, as most of the writing is focused on 

dialogue between the various characters, or occasionally on describing action. While there is a lot 
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to gather about the world through the conversation and action found in the story, it can be useful 

to look at the description found in the writing as well, as despite it being sparse it is the most 

straightforward way the reader gains an understanding of the world, and it is perhaps the easiest 

to contrast with the world portrayed by the game. In some respects, the sparseness of direct 

description in the writing means that the little description that is present is even more crucial, 

even if the world is also shown through action writing and character dialogue. 

Unlike many other fantasy novels and series, The Witcher books never show the reader a concrete 

map of the world, instead resorting to only describing the relations between places through their 

relations, whether it be by telling the reader what direction different places are in relation to each 

other, or through describing the distances between points through measurements that are easily 

understandable, if not very precise, like how many days it takes to travel between two places for 

instance. The Witcher 3 game does not of course have this kind of luxury, as when the player is 

allowed to explore a part of the world openly, at least that part must then have some kind of 

concrete map. Even if the developers did not show the player a map, just the fact that the player 

has some kind of topography they can explore leads to a map being present, whether it be one the 

player makes themselves or one showed in the game.  

Figure 1: In-game map of the world of The Witcher 
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While the game does not specifically state any areas on the map that are not available for the 

player to visit, through wider knowledge of the world of the Witcher as well as simply through 

interactions the player has with NPCs in the game, the player can decipher quite a lot more than 

simply what is shown marked on the map. The previous game, The Witcher 2: Assassin of Kings 

also included a map of the world that had more areas marked on it, but it also contradicts the 

third game’s map as certain locations are placed in different places, and the area that the player 

could explore in those games was so much more limited that the world map did not really have 

any gameplay use and existed simply to help the player place events in the world.  

Moving on to a smaller scale, there are many locations which appear both in the game and in the 

books, but as description is scarce in the books there are not too many that are well described in 

the books and appear in the game. One such location, an important locale for both the game and 

the books is the Witcher’s home, a now derelict fortress called Kaer Morhen. Both in the Witcher 

books and games the characters return to Kaer Morhen multiple times, as it used to be a place 

where the Witchers were trained and has now turned into a winter home of sorts for them. The 

keep itself is not very accurately described in the books, and the description is very scattered. 

However, the trail leading up to the keep is described in detail. In the books the place is first 

described as follows:  

Before long they emerged onto clearer land, riding along the trough of a stream which barely 

trickled along the ravine bed. The magician looked around carefully, finally finding what she 

was looking for. Over the gully, supported horizontally by enormous boulders, lay a mighty 

tree trunk, dark, bare and turning green with moss. Triss rode closer, wanting to make sure 

this was, indeed, the Trail and not a tree accidentally felled in a gale. But she spied a narrow, 

indistinct pathway disappearing into the woods. She could not be mistaken – this was 

definitely the Trail, a path encircling the old castle of Kaer Morhen and beset with obstacles, 

where witchers trained to improve their running speeds and controlled breathing. (Sapkowski, 

2008, p. 48–49) 
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Figure 2. Kaer Morhen and the rugged landscape surrounding it 

 

 

The same trail is found in the game and is actually traversed by the player to get to the Witcher’s 

fortress. Figure 2 shows a cutscene depiction of Kaer Morhen and its surrounding lands, with a 

small piece of the trail visible at the bottom of the image. While the witchers’ keep is clearly visible 

from an aerial view like in figure 2, when the player is controlling Geralt on the trail the keep is 

hidden behind the thick trees in the surrounding forest, exactly like it is described in the books. 

While the trail is less ambiguous in the game than the description in the books makes it seem, 

many of the elements have stayed the same from book to game. For example, both the small 

stream that runs along the trail, as well as the tree supported by boulders can both be found in the 

game more or less the same as described in the books. In general, the trail is also difficult to 

traverse in the game as well, as if travelling by horse the player needs to steer the horse more 

than they would when traversing most locations in the game, due to the number of boulders, 

trees etc. on the path in comparison to most pathways meant to be travelled by horse in the 

game. As the books rarely spend much time describing most locales it is difficult to find direct 

comparisons in the game, but it is important to note that in cases where such comparison can be 

found the details have been translated to the game faithfully. 
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4.3. Use of time and narrator 

The use of time and narrator change when moving from one medium to another, thus in the case 

of The Witcher the game has a very different approach from the books in both of these aspects. 

This comes simply from the difference these two media have in the tools available to them but 

may also be the result of stylistic choices for any number of reasons. For example, videogames can 

have overt narration in the style of books, but this form of narration is often not used, most likely 

because it is not needed in a visual medium. However, as The Witcher 3 is an adaptation of a series 

of books, whether the narration has kept the literary style or changed in the videogame highlights 

important changes between the two media. 

 

4.3.1. Time 

When adapting from one medium to another, both story and discourse time invariably change to 

match the new medium, as action videogames like The Witcher 3 happen in real time, whereas 

books do not. The Witcher books employ a writing method common to books where the passing of 

time on both a story and a discourse level happens sporadically, where certain events are covered 

in great detail while some are only mentioned in passing. In addition to this, the books use time 

skips frequently to have the story time pass more quickly when it is beneficial for the sake of the 

story. Both of these techniques can be employed in videogames as well, but especially the former 

is more difficult as the gameplay portion of the games ties the passing of story time to the passing 

of real time for the player, and thus limits how much the developers can play with the speed at 

which time progresses. Videogames, as well as film, can employ slowing or speeding up time to 

achieve this effect, but unless it is a major gameplay element these are reserved usually only for 

cutscenes.  

The Witcher 3 has relatively few cutscenes in which the player is taken out of control of Geralt for 

a long time, and thus there are very few situations where the flow of time differs from that of real 

time. However, time skips are used quite frequently. Often during quests, the screen will fade out 

and back in, after which a text is displayed to tell the player how much time has passed, and there 

is also a distinct audio que related to this skipping of time. These time skips are relatively short, 

usually only skipping time inside the same day to switch from one time of day to another 

according to what the story calls for. Sometimes, skips from one day to the next are used, but this 
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is still relatively short when it comes to time skips. This is most likely due to two factors: the real-

time gameplay warrants staying as close to real-time as possible so as to not take the player out of 

the experience, and the story of the game has Geralt being in a hurry to find Ciri for most of the 

time, which would make long time skips an odd inclusion story wise. Of course, there is already a 

dissonance between the narrative of Geralt being in a hurry to find Ciri, and the gameplay reality 

that the player may choose to devote much of their time to doing side quests, which due to how 

they both take up real time as well as story time in the game create this dissonance of Geralt on 

the one hand being in a rush to find Ciri but on the other having time to pursue side activities, 

some of which have absolutely nothing to do with his main goal.  

A dissonance between the urgency in story and actual gameplay urgency is not an uncommon trait 

in videogames and it is most likely easy for players to bypass if they are familiar with other games. 

Interestingly, The Witcher 3 also has elements that require passing of time to progress, and thus 

both acknowledges that the player is spending time doing these side activities while also showing 

the player that the main quest does not advance and the player has as much time as they want to 

do these side activities as they wish. In fact, many of the side quests are either related to the main 

quest and encouraged to complete during the main quest, or even limited to being only available 

during some particular portion of the main quest, thus driving the player towards completing the 

side quests even at times when the main quest would narratively require the player to continue it 

with haste. Elements such as this which create dissonances usually break the immersion a player 

has of being in the game world, but as mentioned previously this kind of disconnect between the 

story and discourse time is not unusual in a videogame, let alone most other media as well 

(Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2012, p. 135–36).  

The Witcher book series switches its narrative perspective between multiple characters, and often 

these different characters’ points of view can overlap, showing the same period of time from 

multiple points of view. While narrative perspective is discussed later, the sequence of events 

including the fact that multiple events are told to be happening simultaneously is worth looking at. 

The events are of course only simultaneous on a story level, as the telling does not attempt to 

portray the events simultaneously, and instead on a discourse level these elements are clearly in a 

particular order. The game has much fewer affordances to employ similar elements, as it is tied to 

Geralt as the main character, and the gameplay requires the player to stay in control of Geralt as it 

is built around Geralt’s abilities. However, there is one exception to this, the few sections during 
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which the player is in control of Geralt’s daughter Ciri where the game can play with the sequence 

of events. At a few points in the game’s main story, whenever the player gets closer to finding Ciri 

which is the main objective for the first part of the game, the story opts to show what happened 

to Ciri from her own perspective instead of having characters simply tell the events to Geralt. 

These sections are brief, and Ciri’s gameplay is built on the same base as Geralt’s, although she 

lacks many of Geralt’s abilities such as the signs, alchemy and bombs that the witcher uses. This is 

most likely done for narrative purposes, as while Ciri has received some level of witcher training 

during the books, she is by no means a professional witcher and would thus not have these 

abilities despite being capable with the sword. She does also have a few abilities that are exclusive 

to her, which are also tied to her unique skills as she possesses the power to travel between places 

and even worlds, which is translated into an ability to teleport short distances in the place of 

Geralt’s dodge abilities. The sections where the player controls Ciri are brief, and since the 

gameplay builds on the same system that the player uses while controlling Geralt the game can 

change the playable character without the player getting disoriented or taken out of the 

experience which may happen with a larger change. Interestingly, since the player has quite a lot 

of freedom to choose which quests to do in which order even inside the main quest, the Ciri 

sections are not necessarily presented in any particular order, and instead both Geralt and the 

player are gathering the story from separated pieces of information, only knowing what order 

things happened after seeing every part where the player controls Ciri. Apart from these sections, 

the videogame has a very different sequencing of events in comparison to the books. In The 

Witcher books the events on both a discourse and a story level are in a predetermined sequence 

that does not change by the reader’s actions or on subsequent readings, unless the reader decides 

to read the book sporadically instead of going from one page to the next. The Witcher 3 

videogame on the other hand the player’s actions dictate most of the sequence of events from 

especially the discourse time perspective. The player chooses which quests to undertake in which 

order, and the game even reacts to these choices in various ways, for example by having 

characters be aware of actions that the player has taken previously. This way the indeterminate 

nature of the sequencing of events is not only a result of the game’s systems, but clearly a 

deliberate design choice by the developers. The fact that the game world reacts to what the player 

has done previously shows that the sequence in terms of story has elements that are 

indeterminate as well, but in addition to the sequence even the events that happen in the story 

change according to the player’s choices and actions, so the story itself is even in part 
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indeterminate. Despite this, it cannot be said that The Witcher 3s story wholly indeterminate in 

either sequence or plot, as despite player choice having a large effect, in the end there are also 

many elements which stay unchanged, and the plot always follows a similar route even if the 

ending or even major elements along the way may change.  

 

4.3.2 Narrative perspective 

It is important to consider the narrative perspective of the Witcher 3: Wild Hunt videogame in 

comparison to the Witcher series books. The books have a third person narrator telling the story 

from an objective point of view of one of the characters. This character is most often Geralt, the 

main character of the books, but in many instances the character whose perspective is chosen is 

someone else, such as in chapters where Geralt himself is not present. In these cases, the 

character whose perspective the reader is shown through the narrator is most often another one 

of the main protagonists cast such as Ciri, but there are also rarer occasions where none of the 

protagonists is present, and another character’s point of view is used. How strongly the given 

character’s point of view varies, but it remains clear that the reader is only given whatever 

information the character would also have at this point of the story. The narration is done in past 

tense, implying that these are events that have already happened and are being told to the reader 

after the fact. A sample of the narration and a character’s spoken line, where the character’s point 

of view is clearly present, from Sapkowski’s The Last Wish (2007) can be seen here:  

The witcher observed the birds for a long time then – bearing in mind the shape of the 

land, density of the wood, depth and curse of the ravine which he suspected lay in his path 

– calculated the distance to them and how long he would take to cover it. Finally he threw 

aside his coat and tightened the belt across his chest by two holes. The pommel and hilt of 

the sword strapped across his back peeked over his shoulder. ‘We’ll go a little out of our 

way Roach,’ he said. ‘We’ll take a detour from the highway. I don’t think the birds are 

circling there for nothing’. The mare walked on, obedient to Geralt’s voice. (p. 44) 

The above example highlights quite well how, even though the narrator is not Geralt himself but 

another third person narrator, the narrator does tell the events from a point of view where 

Geralt’s actions are highlighted over others, and only information that is available to Geralt is 

shown to the reader.  
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The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt videogame’s narration is, due to the nature of it being a videogame, 

much more complicated to analyze. Like films, the narration of videogames includes not only the 

spoken narration in audio or text, but also other audio and visual elements (Eskelinen, 2012, p. 

202). Thus, there is a wealth of aspects to look at, much more than in the books that the game is 

being compared to. Perhaps the clearest starting point is to look at whether there is a literal 

narrator of some kind present in the Witcher 3 videogame. I have found that there are two 

different existents that could be considered a narrator of some sort: Dandelion (played by John 

Schwab) and Geralt himself (played by Doug Cockle).  

 

Dandelion is one of Geralt’s oldest friends and appears in the game in two forms: the first existent 

is a non-player character that the player as Geralt can interact with in multiple stages of the game, 

and the other is an older Dandelion who acts as a narrator in some of the game’s cutscene 

cinematics, which also play during loadings screens when starting up the game. The term 

‘cutscene cinematic’ is somewhat vague: here it means a particular type of cutscene, as The 

Witcher 3 does not have many cutscenes, although some parts of the game are unclear whether 

they should be considered cutscenes or not, particularly where the player does not have agency 

for only a short time. However, these ‘cutscene cinematics’ are portrayed different from the rest 

of the game being stylized drawings or paintings instead of seeing the characters move in the 

videogame world.  This older version of Dandelion acts as a third person narrator retelling the 

events of the game up to where the player has currently reached, in a somewhat similar way to 

how the narrator of the books is portrayed. However, this Dandelion is clearly his own character 

unlike the third person narrator in the Witcher books. As Dandelion’s narration is somewhat 

sparce being only dedicated to a few cutscenes, not too much can be said about it. He narrates in 

past perspective, as it is an older version of the character retelling the story after the events. Apart 

from the cutscenes, Dandelion also appears as a narrator of sorts in the Quests menu, where 

every quest in the game, both incomplete and completed, have a short description of the quest 

events. There the character of Dandelion is more visible, as he sometimes adds embellishments to 

some of the descriptions, especially those in which he himself has some kind of role.  
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Figure 3. An animated cutscene narrated by the character Dandelion

 

 

Geralt’s narration is a little less immediately obvious than Dandelion’s cinematic narration. The 

player has agency over what Geralt does, so it may seem that Geralt can act as a narrator no less 

than the player can act as one. However, there are multiple aspects in the game that challenge 

this notion. Geralt will often comment on things happening around him, without any influence 

from the player. This mostly consists of short quips, such as Geralt saying “Looks like rain” when it 

starts to rain in the game or having some insight on an enemy that the player is fighting currently. 

This kind of ‘narration’ is not unusual in videogames, and it alone is not a very strong argument for 

considering the character a narrator, even if these quips come in a form that is very narrative, as 

they are directed towards no-one in the game world, and thus they must be a form of narration 

directed towards the player. However, there is also another way Geralt seems to narrate the 

events of the game. Geralt will often during or after conversation make comments directed at no-

one in particular, often in a slightly fourth-wall breaking way looking at or near the camera. These 

are most often in conversations with a lighter tone and used to create more humor from Geralt’s 

take on the situation. These not only go according to the tone of the books, which often have 

humorous elements, often Geralt or some other character pointing out the absurdity of the 

situation they are in just like in the game in this instance, but the comments directed at no-one in 

particular also help give Geralt’s character more of a narrative role in the game, strengthening the 

similarity with the books’ third person narrator, who most often takes Geralt’s point of view. 
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Interestingly, the game does also have sections in which Ciri, Geralt’s adoptive daughter, is 

playable instead of Geralt. It would be interesting to see if Ciri acts as a narrator in these sections 

just like Geralt acts in the game, but sadly the Ciri sections are very few and their length is so short 

that there is just so much less to look at that a comparison seems infeasible. The sections where 

the player controls Ciri are also almost completely linear, which also leads to fewer opportunities 

for Ciri to comment on things or make remarks during conversation that are more directed 

towards the player than the other characters. Especially the kind of reactive narration where 

Geralt reacts to every enemy and change in scenery or weather seems absent from the sections 

where the player is controlling Ciri, most likely because of the linearity of those sections as well as 

the fact that everything in those sections is predetermined unlike many of the same elements, like 

the weather or which enemies the player chooses to face at any moment, which either happen 

randomly or can be decided on by the player.  

While Geralt may not be a narrator per se, as many videogames lack a traditional narrator for 

most of the game, The Witcher 3 included, Geralt comes close to a similar role, perhaps after 

Dandelion who is only present for the few cutscene cinematics. The narrator’s role in a videogame 

is usually much diminished from that of books, similarly to how many films do not have a narrator 

either, although both in film and videogames narrators do also exist, and their use seems to be an 

artistic choice by the creators. A narrator’s absence in these media is not unusual, as there are 

visual and auditory elements taking the place of a narrator that would have to explain all of the 

aspects that the reader of the text would not be able to see in a traditional book but are visible or 

hearable in film and videogames. Why then, does Dandelion take a narrator role, and Geralt act in 

a similar role to a narrator at times? Dandelion’s narration only appears in the ‘cutscene 

cinematics’ which play when the player advances through chapters or other major events of the 

game to narrate events that happen in the future as a result of the player’s choices and actions, or 

as reminders of what is happening in the plot. The same reminder cinematics are played every 

time the player continues a save in the game, which is most likely implemented because the game 

is considerably lengthy, and the developers wanted to give a reminder of where the player was in 

the story. 

Geralt’s narrator-like role may be due to a different reason. Videogames can have difficulty 

representing charaters’ internality in comparison to books, and The Witcher books in particular 
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focus heavily on Geralt’s emotions in many instances. Having Geralt narrate some of his thoughts 

may be the game’s way of adapting the focus on Geralt’s emotions. As the main character saying 

things to no-one in particular, e.g., the player, is relatively common in videogames already, the 

method seems to be a clear example of something found in the books being changed in the 

adaptation to the videogame medium to suit the new medium. Similarly to how the videogame is 

forced to have the discourse time progress mostly on a real-time level, the videogame may be 

better suited to portray a character’s emotions in this way rather than through a more traditional 

type of narration. 

 

4.4. Gameplay  

As mentioned previously in the theory section, any form of videogame analysis that does not take 

the gameplay into account is, at best limited, and at worst erroneous. Thus, it is important to look 

into the gameplay systems present and see if they act as a way to strengthen the connection 

between the game and its source material, or if they make some concessions when it comes to 

being true to the source material, for the sake of bettering the gameplay or sticking to genre 

standards for example. One of the most important gameplay mechanics in The Witcher 3 regarding 

its adaptation of The Witcher books is its use of dialogue options and choices when conversing 

with non-playable characters, but as this is discussed in many of the other chapters the gameplay 

chapter will be concentrating on other aspects of the gameplay. For example, the combat and 

various systems connected to it will be analyzed in order to see which aspects are derived from 

the books, and which come from game conventions or convenience of play.  

 

4.4.1. Conversations with NPCs 

The Witcher 3s story is told mainly through enacted or embedded narrative that the player 

encounters through gameplay. Enacted narrative runs through the whole game in the combat and 

exploration of the world, but the narrative progresses most often through conversations Geralt 

has with other characters in the game, referred to as non-player characters or NPCs. From a 

narrative and story perspective, the conversations Geralt has with NPCs is certainly the most 

important element, as much of the characterization and story progression happens in these 

conversations, especially characterization of characters other than Geralt, as apart from these 
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conversations non-playable characters have few opportunities to stand out, with most only having 

a few voice lines which they speak when the player approaches them, and at most, some 

characters appear in cutscenes or have conversations with Geralt as the player is traversing the 

game world. These conversations with NPCs are also a major source of player agency, as the 

player gets to choose what Geralt says to the characters, and often what kind of reaction Geralt 

has to particular events.  

Whenever the player enters into a conversation with an NPC, the game switches from the usual 

third-person view of Geralt to a more dynamic cinematic camera, where the camera shows the 

different characters when they are talking, as well as any other important parts of the scene. This 

dynamic camera is similar to how conversation is handled in film and television, which makes the 

situation immediately register as a conversation to the player. The player is afforded a number of 

conversation options as shown in Figure 3. These conversation options most often show a part of 

Geralt’s response, but the player cannot be sure how the conversation will advance from there, 

nor is it always clear what exactly Geralt will say when a particular option is chosen. A challenge 

the game faces with this system is that unlike in written narratives, in which the characters are 

static and thus their characterization can be inferred from how they conduct themselves in 

conversation, in a game with a conversation system like the one in The Witcher 3 the way a 

character is portrayed can vary depending on the player’s choices. While it is true that playable 

characters, in particular, can have a less established characterization and role in the story in 

videogames where the player is afforded agency over many narrative choices, games like The 

Witcher 3 the characters have already established personalities and character traits, and the 

writers have to find a balance between player agency and established character personality. While 

some, like Frasca (2001, p. 168) would argue that game characters end up narrow compared to 

characters in other media due to this nature of conforming to player choice, we can also look at 

how games like The Wicher 3 choose to limit player agency in order to make sure that every choice 

the player can make has an outcome that feels true to the character (Cole, 2018, p. 4–5).  

For example, the player in The Witcher 3 is often given the choice to deal with sentient monsters 

either through slaying them or through parleying with the monster and finding a result where the 

monster is no longer a danger to humans around it. Both of these choices are made to fit Geralt’s 

character in most cases, as the monster has usually done something to harm humans, but in an 

ambiguous situation where the harm is either accidental or at least partially the fault of humans. 
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Geralt in the books does not kill harmless creatures, especially sentient ones, but it is up to the 

player to decide whether to consider a troll that has killed people accidentally harmless or 

harmful, and regardless of which choice the player makes it seems like a choice that Geralt could 

have made in the books as well. There are of course some cases where it can be argued that the 

monster is either clearly dangerous to humans or clearly not at fault, but overall, these situations 

are more up to the individual player’s personal understanding of morality than a simple reduction 

to facts. It could be argued that through giving this choice to the player, that player’s version of 

Geralt may feel even more true to the book version to that player, as in the books Geralt has a 

strong sense of morality as well as a personal code of conduct that is not explained in great detail, 

but clearly includes not harming innocent beings. This leads to a situation in which the game’s 

version of Geralt does not contradict the player’s idea of what would have been just in a particular 

situation, and thus may feel more consistent in this aspect than the books’ portrayal.  

Cole (2018) argues that, with any media, a reader’s, watcher’s, or player’s analysis of the narrative 

is a form of agency of the person consuming the media, and thus the player agency found in 

videogames, while in some respects like its interactivity unique from other media, is by no means 

the only kind of agency afforded by media (p. 5). The analysis of a character’s actions is always 

subjective on some level, so why should a game’s character not be able to take different actions 

according to a player’s subjective analysis of the situation, and still stay true to character.  While it 

could be argued that inconsistency in these matters can be a strong part of the character in the 

books, it can also be argued that readers may not find this kind of inconsistency good 

characterization even if it may just be inconsistency in the readers’ minds, and not in the 

characterization itself.  

  



 

68 
 

 

Figure 4. Conversation options 

 

 

While the reason why narrative choices can still stay true to character was discussed previously, it 

is still possible for narrative choices to cause a difference between what is known of a previously 

established character and how that character is portrayed in the game. In The Witcher 3 the player 

is in control of Geralt, an established character, instead of a blank slate character which is the case 

in many other videogames. However, there is no requirement in the game for a player to be aware 

of Geralt’s character previously to playing the game, nor is there no mechanic forcing the player to 

stay true to that character even if they are aware of it. While the individual conversation choices 

seem to be written in such a way that they should all feel like Geralt could have chosen to act that 

way, it does not mean that every single one has achieved this goal for every player’s 

understanding of Geralt’s character. Additionally, while the individual choices may fit the books’ 

characterization, as a whole they could build an image of Geralt that deviates so much that some 

players may feel it is no longer the same Geralt as in the books. It is surely impossible to both 

allow for as much player agency over narrative options as The Witcher 3 does and keep close to 

perfect characterization between the game and the books, but there is no reason to consider 

perfect fidelity to the original work to be the goal of an adaptation. 
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4.4.2 Combat 

 The gameplay experience of combat in The Witcher 3 revolves around Geralt’s swordsmanship 

abilities, as well as his use of 5 simple spells called signs, as well as some other tools that he has at 

his disposal like bombs, potions and a crossbow. I will analyse all of these aspects individually in 

order to see if they are derived from the books, and to which extent they reflect their respective 

counterparts in the books, and how they differ. Swordsmanship is perhaps the most notable of 

Geralt’s abilities as a witcher, as it is often mentioned both in the books and in the games that 

witchers have supernatural strength, speed and reflexes and that these abilities along with their 

training make them unparalleled swordsmen. While the books rarely describe things in detail, the 

text shows special attention when it comes to describing action, and so there is quite a lot of 

detailed description of Geralt’s swordplay. This allows for more analysis on whether the combat in 

the game resembles that of the books than can be done on most locations or characters.   

The books represent Geralt’s fighting as a series of fluid, carefully thought-out motions, often 

contradicting it with that of the opponent Geralt is facing, who is most often not as adept with the 

sword as Geralt is. For example, in the short story Lesser Evil found in The Last Wish, Geralt is 

faced against a group of six men, all familiar with swordplay, and thus presented not as amateurs 

but proficient fighters in their own regard. However, Geralt is shown to best them through both 

his superior skill and through exploiting the small mistakes even experts make. Geralt begins the 

fight by circling the opposing group, and the fight only starts in earnest once the first opponent 

makes a move and breaks away from the others. Geralt is portrayed using maneuvers such as 

jumps and leaps, spins and pirouettes as well as dodging and parrying, only striking when he 

knows he will get the blow to connect (Sapkowski, 2007, p. 118–121). It is clear that this approach 

of calculated, precise moves as opposed to his opponents equally calculated, but at times 

imprecise or otherwise moves avoided by Geralt paints a difference in skill level like that of an 

expert versus a master. The question becomes if the game takes these elements shown in the 

books, and how.  

The combat system in the games resembles the current industry standard of action RPGs, with its 

main gameplay loop being built around the swordfight, with parrying and dodging being major 

elements. While this does seem to have basis in the books with how Geralt’s fighting style is 
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portrayed, it is also very standard in action rpgs and thus may just simply be a coincidence. How 

The Witcher 3 differs from industry standard is its use of both two different kinds of sword hits, as 

well as two different dodges: fast and strong attacks, as well as a short dodge hop and a long 

dodge roll. This is by no means something unseen in different games, especially different sorts of 

weapon strikes are seen quite often elsewhere, but the two separate buttons for both dodges and 

strikes are somewhat rare. Especially having different sorts of dodges is rarely seen, as having 

different sorts of attacks that work better on certain enemies or in certain situations is fairly 

standard. The prevalence of dodging may of course come from its prevalence in the books’ 

combat, but it may also come from a more direct gameplay need. 

 As The Witcher series follows Geralt, a witcher, or in other words a monster slayer by profession, 

the game is filled with different kinds of monsters to fight. While there are also many human 

opponents, the monster fights are much more varied than those against other humans or different 

humanoids like dwarves and elves because there is much more variance in the monsters, through 

their size, abilities and fighting style. Smaller humanoid foes are better fought with the shorter 

dodge and fast attacks, which allows the player to go in for hits and then dodge away from the 

enemies’ hits, while larger enemies’ attacks have a larger reach and the longer dodge roll might be 

necessary to get out of the way, and heavy attacks may be more viable once the player gets into 

position to attack. This is of course a simplification, as there are many large foes where the short 

dodge or fast attacks may perform better and vice versa, and the players’ preferences of course 

play a role as well. Parrying is less useful than dodging in the game, as parries do not work at all 

against some monsters, and they are only really effective against human opponents. The books’ 

describe dodging and parrying at many points, but one of the more interesting points is when 

Geralt is teaching Ciri swordplay on a set of swinging pendulums which she must dodge:  

‘Come here, girl. Wipe your nose, and listen carefully. No strongman, mountain-toppling 

giant or muscle-man is going to be able to parry a blow aimed at him by a dracolizard’s tail, 

gigascorpion’s pincers or a griffin’s claws. And that’s precisely the sort of weapons the 

pendulum simulates. So don’t even try to parry. You’re not deflecting the pendulum, you’re 

deflecting yourself from it. You’re intercepting its energy, which you need in order to deal a 

blow. A light, but very swift deflection and instantaneous, equally swift blow from a reverse 

half-turn is enough. (Sapkowski, 2008, p. 106) 
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The above quote shows how the books also describe some monsters’ attacks as impossible to 

parry, particularly those of larger creatures. Thus, the parry mechanic being not as powerful as it 

may be in some other games with similar combat systems makes perfect sense with the source 

material. Before Geralt’s explanation, Ciri is attempting a half-pirouette to dodge the pendulums 

and finds herself to be too slow to dodge the pendulums in this way. Geralt refers to his alternate 

method as a ‘half-turn’ or a feint, which is quite close to how the shorter variation on dodging 

works in the game, as the character does turn a little bit and stays in the reach of the opponent in 

a maneuver resembling the above explanation very closely. While the game has Geralt rarely 

performing actual pirouettes, much of the combat movement, especially when combined with 

sword strikes, includes a lot of the character turning around as Geralt moves. There seems to be a 

strong connection between the books’ description of Geralt’s movement and the game’s depiction 

of it, except for the longer variation of the dodge. While the books have Geralt employing 

different variations of pirouettes and dodges, most of them are described exactly as that, turns 

and pirouettes. However, in the game the longer dodge is depicted as a leap and a roll towards a 

direction, resembling the sort of dodge roll found in many other ARPGs. It would seem that this is 

a case of making the long dodge fit what players may be familiar with from other games, and the 

existence of two different kinds of dodges already suits the description of the books well enough 

that having a standard dodge as one of them does not harm the similarity with the source material 

much.  

 The game also has a difficulty option, which further complicates analysis of combat: on the easier 

difficulties the player is afforded many more mistakes, whereas the combat on the harder 

difficulties relies more heavily on dodging and parrying as the player may lose in only a few hits. 

While it could be said that this leads to the harder difficulties reflecting the books’ action better, 

aspects like the simple existence of multiple dodges are more constant through the difficulties as 

well as different players’ experiences, and thus carry more weight.  
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Figure 5. Geralt in combat 

 

 

Mainly due to how the gameplay in The Witcher 3 is geared towards combat, Geralt uses all of his 

combat abilities more than he would in the books. For example, while he does often drink potions 

before particular battles in the books, the way potions are used in the game turns them from a 

calculated choice before a particularly difficult battle to something that can be drunk at any 

moment to boost Geralt’s abilities or heal him. Similarly, the books portray signs as something 

Geralt uses quite often, both in battle and out of it, but in the game signs can be used dozens of 

times in a single fight, and it can even be a valid option in the game to use only signs, at least in 

some fights. This does, of course, differ from the books where, despite having these tools at his 

disposal, Geralt mostly relies on his swords, only augmenting their use with all of these other 

tools. This creates a disconnect between the character in the books and the character in the 

games, but when one considers that the frequency of combat is much greater in the game due to 

it being more enjoyable from a gameplay perspective, one can also see the possible reasoning to 

why the creators of the game might have wanted to highlight these other aspects more than they 

might be highlighted in the books. The combat may get too repetitive if the player would be forced 

to use only the swords most of the time, and even if one thinks this should be the case, the truth 

of the matter is that the swords are the one option that is always available to the player, while the 

signs, potions, bombs cannot be used indefinitely except for the signs which are also tied to a 
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timer. The game also allows for character customization by the player, which changes the relative 

frequency of how often a player might use particular abilities: the player may play Geralt in a way 

that almost never uses signs, potions, or bombs, or the player may use these more often because 

of their character customization choices. However, the one constant is that despite the player’s 

choices the use of swords is basically mandatory, if not in every fight, then at least many of them. 

Thus, despite the fact that all of the other elements may be used much more than they might in 

the books depending on the player, the heavy emphasis on the necessity of sword combat clearly 

drives the player closer to a depiction of Geralt that matches that of the books.  

Thus, a key element of the Witcher 3’s combat when it comes to its portrayal of the books’ action 

are Geralt’s two swords. Geralt carries two swords, a steel one and a silver one. The steel sword is 

only effective against humans and a few other usual creatures like wolves and horses, as opposed 

to the silver sword which is only effective against monsters and other more magical opponents. 

This detail is in accordance with the books, where witchers are said to carry two swords of steel 

and silver, with one being for humans and the other for monsters. However, while the games 

make the swords appear very ineffective against some types of opponent, in the books the steel 

sword is used the majority of the time even against monsters, and Geralt rarely actually carries 

both swords on his back, usually opting to store the more valuable silver sword on his horse or 

somewhere else. In the books the silver has magic-like qualities similar to those mentioned in 

many fairy tales and beliefs, such as vampires and werewolves being vulnerable to silver, but every 

monster is not weak to silver (Sapkowski, 2007, p. 29–30). Thus, it is not necessary for Geralt to 

use a silver sword against every single monster as the steel sword can also affect them just the 

same way (Sapkowski, 2007, p. 29–30). In reality silver is of course a softer material than steel, and 

thus ill-suited for making swords, which the books’ portrayal mirrors. The games however clearly 

wanted to make the two swords a clearer and more consistent part of the gameplay, and the 

reason for having two distinct swords may not be as clear to the player if the silver sword were to 

only be used on rarer occasions. The Witcher 3 already streamlines many other elements of the 

series’ gameplay from prior installments towards player convenience and undisrupted gameplay 

from forms that are arguably more in line with the books, and while this difference was found in 

the earlier installments as well it is clearly a change that has been made from the books. The 

reason for the change may be one based on better gameplay, as it may be easier for the player to 

remember that silver is for every monster and steel is for everything else. However, the game also 
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breaks this convention as the elves of the wild hunt are humanoid opponents not much different 

from any other elves, but they are still vulnerable to silver rather than steel. Thus, the effect of this 

is not as useful for streamlining gameplay as it could be, and it also makes the game move away 

from its source material, although the effect is admittedly not very critical. 

Perhaps the second most important part of The Witcher’s action, both in the books and in the 

games, is Geralt’s limited magical ability. Witchers are able to use simple spells called signs, and 

The Witcher 3 includes five of these, all of which are taken directly from the books. The books 

include 3 others, and it is implied that there may be many more, just that many of the signs have 

quite limited uses while the ones that recur often in the books are the more useful ones, and 

those are the ones that have made it into the game as well. In the books Geralt is often depicted 

using the signs for various purposes, such as using the Igni sign that produces fire not only to 

attack, but to light fires and even fix a pot for preparing pike soup by soldering it (Sapkowski, 2015, 

p. 267–268). Thus, to see if the usage of signs in The Witcher 3 reflects that of the books, they 

should not only be useful in combat, but also have some use outside of it. This is the case, as for 

example the Igni sign can be used to light or extinguish different kinds of fires in The Witcher 3, the 

Aard sign which produces a strong telekinetic blast can be used to break down doors and other 

weak objects, as well as activate teleporters, and so on. However, the signs main usage is still 

found in combat, where Geralt can use the five signs available to him against the various monster 

and human enemies he faces.  

Interestingly, different enemies have weaknesses and resistances against different signs, for 

example smaller foes are most often susceptible to the push of the Aard sign, while larger enemies 

usually are less affected by it and are weaker to some other sign. This is, on one hand, quite typical 

game design where the player is challenged to use all the tools available to them to defeat 

opponents. However, it can also be seen as something borrowed from The Witcher books, as 

Geralt is clearly shown using different signs against different opponents, and even at times finding 

that a particular sign is less effective against a particular opponent. For example, Geralt tries to 

use the sign of Aard against a striga, a female demon from Slavic mythology (usually written as 

strzyga in English), in the first short story in the series, titled simply The Witcher, but the sign fails, 

and Geralt is surprised by how ineffective it is against this foe (Sapkowski, 2007, p. 32–33). Later 

Geralt uses the protective barrier sign Yrden against the same foe to better results, which seems 

to imply that this particular monster has a weakness against this sign while being less susceptible 
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to Aard. Sadly, The Witcher 3 does not include strigas as enemies, so one cannot directly compare 

whether the creature has the same weaknesses in the game.  

Another example of a creature having a specific weakness in the books is ghouls, which are said to 

be weak to fire, among other things (Sapkowski, 2008, p. 100). However, in the ghoul’s case the 

game does not note Igni, the fire sign, to be one of the things the ghouls are especially susceptible 

to. The sign works well against the monsters but only as well as it does with mostly anything, 

which could point to the weaknesses to particular signs not stemming from the books’ depictions 

of the world but just from gameplay design needs. However, the ghoul is not a perfect example 

either, as despite its weakness to fire, Vesemir teaches Ciri that while a ghoul is weak to fire, a 

Witcher would choose not to use fire and would rely on their silver sword instead, as fire would 

make it more difficult to see the ghoul’s movements due to the light it produces (Sapkowski, 2008, 

p. 100). Thus, it is possible that the game’s designers took this into account and made the ghouls 

not weak to fire because the witchers in the books would not use fire against them, but most likely 

the designers simply missed this detail. 

 

Figure 6. Geralt uses Igni against opponents
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Potions and oils are consumable items in the game that can grant various positive effects to the 

player. Both of these have some basis in the books, as Geralt is seen imbibing potions before 

certain battles, most commonly when fighting monsters, as well as applying something to his 

swords before fighting. The books often use various words other than potion for the things Geralt 

drinks, such as elixir or mixture, but the word potion is used here as it is the term the game uses, 

and there does not seem to be a consistent term in the books and there does not seem to be a 

semiotic difference between the different terms. The most common form of potion seen in the 

books is that of the healing variety, as Geralt is often seen drinking some form of healing potion at 

times when he is greatly wounded, for example near the beginning of the short story Something 

More as Geralt is wounded after battling a monster, he instructs someone to give him some potion 

that he had with him, and the potion makes him fall into a deep sleep but also lets him survive a 

wound that would have otherwise killed him (Sapkowski, 2015, p. 352–253). 

There are also cases where the potions have less dramatical effects, such as the one in the first 

short story of the series called simply The Witcher, where Geralt drinks two potions before fighting 

a creature called a striga. These two potions allow Geralt to gain better control of his body during 

the fight, as well as see in the dark, and have a side effect of making the witcher’s eyes turn 

completely black and his face to turn white as chalk, like that of a corpse (Sapkowski, 2007, p. 24–

26). The first potion does not have an immediate counterpart in the game, as there are various 

potions that augment Geralt’s fighting abilities and the short story does not give a name to these 

potions, but the second potion that allows Geralt to see in the dark has a direct counterpart in all 

of the games, called simply Cat, that allows Geralt (and the player) to seen in the dark through 

changing the view to a more saturated white and black view from the usual vibrant colors, as well 

as highlighting enemies and other objects in the game. There are only two potions in The Witcher 

3 that share their effect and name with ones in the book, those being White Seagull which is a 

mildly hallucinogenic alcoholic beverage with little use other than recreational in both the books 

and the games, as well as Golden Oriole which is a powerful anti-toxin. In addition to seemingly 

being the witchers’ go-to drink when they get together, White Seagull is used in the game as an 

ingredient in alchemy, but in the books its actual use is never mentioned. Most of the other potion 

names in the game come from recurring thematic elements in the series, such as the first potion 

one normally encounters in a playthrough, swallow, which refers to Geralt’s adoptive daughter 

Ciri, and is even found in the name of one of the books, Tower of Swallow. Thus, while the names 
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for the potions are almost completely the game makers’ own, they carry thematic references to 

the series as a whole.  

Figure 7. The game’s interpretation of the potion Cat 

 

 

Geralt’s appearance while using potions also changes in the games to fit the description given in 

the books. However, at least in the short story titled The Witcher, it is specifically the potion that 

allows the witcher to see in the dark that causes the eyes to black, but in the games all potions 

have a generic effect on Geralt’s appearance which grows stronger by the number of potions 

drank but does not consider which particular potions Geralt has imbibed. The books also make a 

point of noting that the potions the witcher’s use would be poisonous to normal people that have 

not gone through the mutations and training the witcher’s have, but there also seem to exist some 

magical potions that others are able to drink safely (Sapkowski, 2007, p. 25). This aspect of the 

witcher’s potions also carries through to the game, as there is an optional quest called On Death’s 

Bed near the beginning of the game where Geralt finds a woman who has been injured by a griffin 

and has the choice of giving her a potion of Swallow which is a sort of healing potion. The decision 

between giving her the potion or not is a difficult one specifically because Geralt mentions that it 

may just kill the woman outright or have some other adverse effects. This matches with the 

description found in the books, where it is said that “For anyone who was not, like Geralt, inured 

to it from childhood, it would have been lethal poison” (Sapkowski, 2007, p. 26). If the player 
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chooses to help the woman, she survives but her mind is permanently damaged by the toxins in 

the potion, while if the player chooses not to give the woman the potion, she simply perishes to 

the wounds she has suffered. In addition to this quest showing how the potions cannot be safely 

consumed by normal people, the game also has a toxicity mechanic associated with the potions 

where even Geralt can only handle so many potions at one time, and if too many are ingested at 

once, Geralt starts to lose health due to being poisoned by the combined effect of the dangerous 

potions.  

The two last major aspects of combat, Geralt’s use of bombs and the crossbow, are left last for a 

reason. The books do not have Geralt handle either of these tools in any capacity, although Geralt 

does face enemies wielding crossbows on multiple occasions.  The crossbow is a new addition to 

The Witcher 3 while the bombs were found in the earlier games as well. The bombs are made 

through alchemy like oils and potions, and thus act as a logical continuation of the alchemy system 

despite not being present in the books. It is not a far stretch to imagine that a monster slayer like 

Geralt may employ bombs whenever possible, but the book version of the character never does, 

either because bombs simply are not a tool the witchers employ in the books, or possibly because 

in the books Geralt is nearly always quite impoverished and could most likely not afford bombs to 

begin with. In the game, the bombs can be thrown in combat to produce various effects, but in 

addition to that they have another use which is to destroy monster nests. The use to destroy 

monster nests is interesting, as even though the witchers do not use bombs in the books, the 

game invents a non-combat use for the bombs for a witcher similarly to how there are non-

combat uses for many of the signs. This helps connect the bombs to the world even though they 

are not found in the source material. As there seem to be no mention of bombs whatsoever in the 

books, other than that of passing mentions of bombardments by armies, there is not much to be 

said about the depiction of bombs in the game. They were possibly added to add variety to 

gameplay without much consideration of the original material. 

The same can be said of the crossbow, which Geralt also never uses himself in the books. 

Crossbows appear in the books much more often than bombs, oftentimes wielded by Geralt’s 

enemies but also at times allies or neutral parties. They seem to be used as a tool to give the 

common man, especially single opponents, a chance against the witcher who would otherwise be 

undefeatable in one-to-one combat. This aspect of the crossbows is found in gameplay as well, but 

not when wielded by Geralt and instead as crossbows and bows found on enemies in the game. 
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Usually, a single human enemy is not a very difficult foe, but human enemies tend to appear as 

large groups which can be overwhelming, especially as some enemies in these groups are 

equipped with bows and crossbows and shoot at Geralt from afar, which can be more difficult to 

dodge than a blow from a weapon at melee range. Geralt’s crossbow has a similar role in combat, 

in that it allows the player to attack foes that are far away and is especially advantageous against 

flying opponents which cannot otherwise be attacked while they are flying, and without the 

crossbow the player is forced to wait until these enemies decide to come back down. The 

crossbow, as Geralt’s weapon, seems to have been added in the game for just this purpose, as it is 

not found in the two previous games and the prevalence of flying enemies in The Witcher 3 must 

have necessitated adding tools to deal with said enemies.  

While the additions of bombs and crossbow might make sense from a gameplay perspective, they 

reduce the tie-in to the books as they diminish Geralt’s role as a swordsman. Many combats can 

be resolved with little swordplay by using bombs or crossbows, which creates a situation where 

the Geralt in the game is going through whole combats doing something the book counterpart 

does not ever do. Unlike signs or alchemy, there is no basis in The Witcher books for the crossbow 

or bombs as a weapon for Geralt to use, and thus they seem especially out of place, when used 

heavily. While heavy use of signs and alchemy can also deviate from the books’ depiction if used 

heavily, there is a clear difference when the thing used heavily is completely absent in the books. 

The crossbow is the more notable of the two weapons, as there are many points in the game 

where its use is very advantageous against multiple weaker flying enemies in large groups. The 

bombs are equally powerful, but as they are used against opponents on the ground they are 

simply an option among many others, rather than an almost necessary tool against opponents, 

which has very few effective option.  

 

 

4.4.3. Character customization and player agency 

Outside the gameplay elements discussed previously, the gameplay does of course have many 

other aspects that can be analysed. Firstly, the character advancement system which is heavily 

tied to combat due to powering up Geralt’s various abilities as well as unlocking new abilities to 

use in combat is worth analysing as it is one of the most commonly found gameplay systems in 



 

80 
 

ARPGs, and there are many aspects of The Witcher books that can be found in that character 

customization system. There are of course many other gameplay systems in a complex videogame 

like The Witcher 3, such as horse riding and investigating places using Geralt’s witcher senses, both 

of which could be analysed as they have elements directly found in the books. However, due to 

concerns of length all aspects of the game cannot be analysed, so those as well as many others will 

be left for further research. 

The player is able to allocate so-called ‘ability points’ into Geralt’s various combat abilities, serving 

as a system of strengthening Geralt’s abilities as well as allowing the player agency over their 

preferred gameplay style. The abilities are split into four distinct categories, these being combat, 

alchemy, signs and general. The combat skill tree includes abilities that strengthen Geralt’s 

swordplay and crossbow, as well as systems related to these gameplay styles, as well as unlocking 

wholly new abilities for Geralt’s swordplay and crossbow. The alchemy skill tree is composed of 

abilities that strengthen the use of potions, oils, and bombs. The signs skill tree allows the player 

to strengthen Geralt’s magic, called signs, as well as unlocking variant versions of each sign and 

adding additional effects to all of the signs. The last category, general, is less of a general category 

and more of a collection of abilities that did not neatly fit into any of the three former categories, 

often touching on some aspect of the gameplay that does not neatly fall into any of the three 

categories. The game heavily restricts how many of these abilities the player can use at one time, 

and the player is incentivized to specialize, and more powerful abilities are locked behind 

purchasing many preceding ones in the same category. This drives players towards focusing on 

one part of Geralt’s broad repertoire of abilities instead of using them all equally, although it is 

also possible to use all the abilities equally regardless. While the combat, signs and alchemy skill 

trees all include abilities which Geralt is shown to possess in the books, all of the trees also have 

abilities that exist completely for the sake of gameplay, such as abilities that simply raise the 

damage of a particular type of attack. The general skill tree is the most gameplay-focused, as 

basically all of the abilities found there are numerical increases in service of gameplay, rather than 

unique abilities that represent something found in the books.  

It is interesting that some of the unlockable abilities particularly in the combat and sign skill trees 

are ones that Geralt is shown to have in the books, creating a situation where, depending on 

player choice, Geralt may be unable to do some things that he is capable of in the books. The most 

notable example of this is Geralt’s ability to deflect arrows and crossbow bolts with his sword, 
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which is mentioned multiple times in the books and many characters note this as one of his 

notable abilities, but in the game it is an unlockable ability which many players may not pick, as 

the player can only pick so many and the arrow deflection is generally not as useful or important 

as many of the other abilities available. Additionally, there are many abilities which give the player 

options that Geralt does not have in the books, such as any abilities relating to the crossbow 

which, as mentioned previously, is not found in any of the books. Since the game drives players 

towards specializing on certain things over being a jack of all trades, the fact that abilities which 

Geralt does not have in the books can be heavily specialized towards weakens the connection 

between the books and the videogame. It would be possible to create a version of Geralt that 

mainly uses the crossbow and bombs, which is very far from the book version of the character. In 

this, the character progression system is a great example of how adding player agency through 

meaningful gameplay choices can work to weaken the adaptation. Player agency is often 

prioritized even in cases such as this, as it is considered one of the key strengths of videogames 

(Eichner, 2014, p. 12).  
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5. Discussion 

As with any adaptation, The Witcher 3 clearly shows both cases where the source material has 

been followed very carefully and faithfully, as well as cases where it is clear that the difference in 

medium or some other factor has caused a sizable difference between the original books’ 

depiction and the videogame adaptation. The Witcher 3 has not only taken many elements like the 

referential nature of the original works as well as the same characters and storyworld but has also 

evolved them in a direction that seems true to the original works’ spirit. For example, the 

referential nature of The Witcher books evolved from being referential to the real world, fantasy 

and fairy tales, to The Witcher 3 also directly referencing its source material as well as many other 

works that do not fit under the fantasy or fairy tale genres. As The Witcher 3 is not only an 

adaptation but also works as a sequel to the original books, it seems fitting that the aspects found 

in the books evolve while still staying close enough to the original to show clear inspiration.  

Player agency seems to be the aspect that often drives differentiation between aspects portrayed 

in the books and the same aspects in the game. While the character of Geralt has very similar 

beginnings in both the books as well as The Witcher 3, and many dialogue choices are such that 

even two different options can both seem like true to character for Geralt, the player being 

allowed choice can turn the game’s Geralt away from the books’ depiction if they decide to choose 

atypical dialogue choices one after the other. However, the game manages to stay true to the 

books’ depiction of Geralt’s character for a few reasons, first of which being the nature of the 

character in the books. Geralt is a fairly morally ambiguous character, being prepared to kill for 

various reasons in the books. This leads to a situation where it is easier for the game to allow the 

player to make choices and for both of the choices to be fitting for the character of Geralt. In the 

books Geralt is even portrayed having a ‘witcher code’ – not actually a code at all, but simply an 

excuse for Geralt to stay out of political matters and be able to choose whichever option suits him 

in any situation, always being able to refer to his code. The books also have a running theme of 

having to choose the lesser evil, which suits a more morally ambiguous approach to player choice, 

where instead of being given a good and a bad choice to choose between the player is offered 

multiple morally gray choices. Thus, whichever choice the player makes is most likely reasonable 

to that player, and thus it is unlikely that a player could end up thinking the choices are against 

Geralt’s character, which might be the case if the choices were between good and evil ones.  
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While the gameplay is clearly based on similar elements as those that make up the books’ 

depiction of the witcher’s combat, the game does also stray from the books’ depiction of combat. 

This is done either through using the few elements not found in books like bombs and the 

crossbow, or simply by focusing on the aspects found in the books in different proportions to 

those found in the books’ depiction. While the books include Geralt using his swordsmanship, 

signs and alchemy, the fact that the game’s character customization system gives these three 

aspects equal attention and the game’s combat allows the player to use signs much more than 

Geralt is depicted using in the books, the depiction of Geralt in the game can differ quite greatly 

from that in the books.  This is likely a result of a balancing act between player agency and wanting 

to stay true to the source material, as staying true to the books may limit the amount of 

customization and gameplay options the player would be afforded to choose from. This is most 

likely why the crossbow and bombs were added to the game as well. In some instances it is 

unclear whether certain gameplay choices are done in order to stay true to the source material or 

simply to fit industry standard for the ARPG genre, for example the fact that the game has both 

strong and fast sword strikes can be seen as an element borrowed from the books, but it is also 

fairly standard for the ARPG genre. While the aforementioned case remains a situation where an 

industry standard perhaps happened to line up favorably with the books, in aspects like the 

different kinds of dodges found in the games and how signs can be used both in and out of 

combat, the game achieve interesting adaptation of its original work while still employing many of 

the tools commonly seen in similar games. The system involving different sorts of dodges deviates 

from standard somewhat, but the longer dodge is very reminiscent of similar gameplay mechanics 

from many other games, and how the dodges are used in gameplay is still basically standard 

despite there being two different kinds. 

Some of the largest differences between The Witcher books and The Witcher 3 videogame exist 

simply because of the large differences between the two media types of the works. The books do 

not include audio or images, so the videogame must have created those aspects based on 

completely different aspects found in the books, such as scarce verbal descriptions in the case of 

the imagery of the game, and the books’ real life cultural context in the case of the music. While 

the creators could have chosen more generic music or imagery for the game world, the fact that 

both have clearly been considered strengthens the connection between The Witcher books and 

their videogame adaptation. How the two media handle time, both on discourse and story levels, 
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are also different and lead directly to differences in the same aspects in The Witcher books and 

The Witcher 3. The narration in the works is similar in this aspect, as although it would be possible 

to keep a similar type of narration through the two works, having a third person narrator narrate a 

game that is played in real time would possibly affect the game’s tone. It may very well be possible 

that the choice of not keeping the third person narrator from the books is connected to the 

difference in how the different aspects of time are handled in the different media types. 

Changes to various aspects found in the source material seem to be necessary when adapting 

from one media to another, as different media types have different strengths and weaknesses, 

and different kinds of tools they utilize. These changes can, however, still be made to reflect some 

aspect of the original work, and thus completely new things like the music or gameplay of a 

videogame can be made to be clear adaptations of a book. While something like music is difficult 

to connect to a book that does not include audio or description of music, the books are still 

strongly connected to their Slavic roots both in people’s cultural understanding as well as in the 

writing. When the characters are eating noodles, drinking vodka and fighting creatures found in 

Slavic mythology, a connection is created with the game’s music where some traditional Slavic folk 

music is used in addition with Polish vocals even in the English version of the game. Similarly, while 

gameplay is nothing like anything found in the books, elements of the gameplay can be inspired by 

elements from the books. The game divides Geralt’s skills into three categories, combat, signs and 

alchemy. These three are all skills that Geralt is depicted having in the books, and while the books 

do not show them to be equally important to Geralt, they nevertheless build a connection 

between the books and the game. Similarly, while the books describe combat there is no 

interaction between the reader and said combat. In gameplay the player gets to enact the combat, 

and the choices made in designing the combat can strengthen or weaken the connection between 

the game and its source material. The witcher uses elements both common and uncommon to its 

genre, but upon examination many of the elements, both ones common within its genre, like light 

and heavy attacks, as well as less common elements like having different kinds of dodges, clearly 

take inspiration directly from the books. This leads to elements that at first may seem to be 

something completely different from the books feeling like a natural continuation from the books. 
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6. Conclusion 

While videogame adaptations have reputation for being of poor quality, The Witcher 3 seems to 

have succeeded both critically as well as commercially despite being an adaptation of a book 

series. While this thesis does not study whether The Witcher 3’s adaptation of the books is the 

reason for its success, adaptations are quite often criticized for their faithfulness to either the 

original work or the ‘spirit’ of the original work (Hutcheon & O’Flynn, 2013, p. 4, 10). Thus, looking 

at how the adaptation transforms elements from the literature into a new interactive videogame 

form can shed some light onto how and why The Witcher 3 may have succeeded while many of its 

contemporaries fail. It is clear that The Witcher 3, despite following industry standards in many 

aspects, takes its literary inspiration and attempts to translate many elements from the books into 

the videogame world. Even elements which do not appear in the books, like the music or 

gameplay of a videogame, can be made to reflect different elements found in the books and thus 

act as a part of an adaptation despite having no direct comparison to adapt from. 

There are many elements of The Witcher 3 which did not fit the scope of this thesis, and thus are 

left for further research to study. Further research on the topic could also focus on the game 

design side of adapting a literary work. This thesis identified player agency to be a key factor when 

the game strayed further away from the source material, and the relationship between player 

agency and faithfulness to source material in videogame adaptations would be an interesting topic 

of research. Additionally, similar studies of other videogame adaptations of existing works, be it 

book, film or otherwise, would help build a clearer image of if The Witcher 3s approach differs 

from other adaptations.  
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