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ABSTRACT: 
This study interprets the active/passive binary of spectating in digital games through 
the seemingly oppositional relationship between representation and operation. While 
visuality in games is often treated as an aesthetic surface that conveys meaning hidden 
beneath at the level of code, Fizek argues that images are inseparable from the compu-
tational processes generating them – representations arise from operations, and opera-
tions become legible through representations. This study conceptualises this situation 
as Playing through Seeing. This perspective draws on Walker Rettberg’s interpretation 
of representational and operational images to suggest that what is seen can itself func-
tion operationally, as perception triggers and completes game processes. Visuality thus 
becomes an operational practice, with human perception acting as part of the cyber-
netic circuit. This theoretical problem is examined through the painting side quests in  
Elden Ring, where images scattered around the world initiate a specific type of quest that 
can only be resolved by aligning the player’s vision with the game’s own vantage points. 
What appears marginal within a combat-focused RPG instead reveals how digital aesthet-
ics render computation visible and actionable. By reframing visuality as operational, the 
study challenges assumptions about active players and passive spectators and extends 
these debates beyond art-games to high-budget AAA titles.
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Fizek’s (2022) work represents one of the more prominent posthuman approaches 
to digital game analysis, particularly in its effort to decentre the human player as the pri-
mary subject of agency and meaning.1 Fizek challenges several entrenched assumptions 
in game studies, including the myth of interactivity and the notion of player agency as 
the defining feature of digital games. The book is built around the concept of mediated 
distance, which addresses the paradox of a seemingly immediate and direct medial expe-
rience, which is masking the complex mediated reality of the digital game phenomenon.

By foregrounding forms of delegated and automated gameplay or distributed partic-
ipation between the player and the game, her approach enables a critical reassessment of 

1	 Remark by the author: Fizek fits within the broader movement of posthuman game studies, a trajectory 
that has gained prominence over the last decade and can be associated with authors such as Janik (2021) 
who used the concept of bio-object using the (similarly to Fizek) intra-action perspective, or Keogh (2018), 
who works with the idea of embodiment focusing on the bodily experience of the player in the interplay 
between the virtual and physical body.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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what constitutes a digital game, and problematises definitions that treat the digital game 
as a self-evident category. At the same time, this perspective tends to direct analytical at-
tention towards marginal or less conventional genres and practices, which are frequently 
overlooked or excluded from dominant accounts of games and play.

Even though playing at a distance has attracted increased scholarly attention in re-
cent years, there is still a lack of sustained critical engagement with its core concepts. 
Existing work tends to mention Fizek’s (2022) arguments in a rather selective way and for 
different thematic agendas, rather than systematically exploring the theoretical or empiri-
cal inquiries. For example, Nicoll (2024) draws on her account of interpassivity to discuss 
player experience and shifting modes of agency and player identification in idle games, 
while Buergi (2024) and Bódi (2024) connect her notion of delegated or automated play to 
the aesthetics and affective economies of so-called cozy and idle games, focusing primar-
ily on their experiential and affective dimensions for players.

An exception is the work of Ensslin et al. (2026), who draw on a phenomenological 
perspective of distant-play, idle games and interpassive play in their reading of the game  
The Longing (Studio Seufz, 2020), situating the concept within broader debates on societal 
conditions under neoliberalism, and interpreting it as a strategy of resistance to the pressures 
of the attention economy, framed as a form of temporal withdrawal and critical slowness.

Posthuman game studies and intra-action, both notable theoretical perspectives 
discussed by Fizek, are taken up predominantly in more ontological terms, with authors 
such as Andiloro (2024) situating Fizek’s work within broader debates on posthuman sub-
jectivities, whereas Keever (2022) discusses her posthuman position in order to argue for 
an ideological critique of agency.

By contrast, the visual dimension of digital games, which Fizek (2022) addresses 
most explicitly in the chapter on spectated play and earlier reflections on delegated and 
spectated play (Fizek, 2018), has so far been discussed rather indirectly.2 This tendency 
becomes apparent for instance in discussions of interpassivity applied to spectatorial 
practices in Let’s Play videos, where these are compared to forms of delegated engage-
ment characteristic of idle games, highlighting different modes of distance and partici-
pation in game consumption (Gekker, 2018). Additionally, the concept of interpassivity 
and ambient play is present in analyses of operational ambience and background play  
(Oldenburg, 2024), where it is used to question interactivity to be a defining quality of 
digital games and to provide a conceptual basis for design-oriented explorations of au-
tonomous and self-playing systems aimed at contemplative and affective experiences. 
Although both authors make use of concepts related to visuality in their discussions of 
spectating Let’s Play videos and observing operational ambience, the theoretical and ana-
lytical implications of these concepts remain underdeveloped.

As the preceding overview shows, existing engagements with Fizek’s (2022) work tend 
either to mobilise her framework in support of specific arguments or to use it as a starting 
point for lines of inquiry in which her concepts remain relatively marginal, often aimed at 
interpreting the role and experience of the player-subject or posthuman subjectivities. Fur-
thermore, the mentioned lines of thought tend to overlook the possibility of visuality playing 
any specific systemic role, other than mediating the effects of the distance aesthetically.

This study addresses this research gap by shifting the analytical focus towards the 
operationalisation of these subjectivities, examining how they are enacted through the 
visual and systemic organisation of digital games. The perspective takes Fizek’s (2022) 
ideas expressed in spectated play as a starting point and develops them further by focusing  

2	 Remark by the author: This indirectness is reflected mostly in citation practices, where Fizek’s (2022) 
work often appears as a supporting or listing reference, whereas the opportunity to use it as the primary 
analytical framework is missed.
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specifically on the operational status of the player’s visual engagement, the operational role 
of aesthetics and the function of the cultural context of visuality in a digital game.

A persistent implicit division in game studies visible in recurring debates about what 
counts as a game or who counts as a player can, as Fizek (2022) argues (alongside other 
posthuman game-studies scholars), be attributed to one of the most prominent dilemmas 
in the Western philosophical tradition – the Cartesian dualism. This division is traceable in 
theoretical approaches that treat technical operation and visual representation as sepa-
rate analytical domains. This distinction can be seen especially clearly in the work of the 
early pioneers of game studies.3

While such a distinction may be useful for descriptive analyses of game systems and 
mechanics, it tends to strengthen the idea of discrete game elements that merely coexist 
with one another. The problem with this approach is that the analytical separation of these 
elements presupposes and implies a corresponding separation of their effects within the 
gaming situation in general. A typical manifestation of such a line of thought is evident 
once the discussion is centred around hierarchical layers or underlying infrastructures. 
These are then treated as mutually exclusive to the mere decorative meaning at the rep-
resentational level of a game. This already implies a problematic conceptual division be-
tween how digital games function, what they allow the player to do and how they appear 
on the surface level of visual representation.

Against this view, Fizek (2022) argues for a perspective that reconnects what has 
traditionally been divided. She challenges the assumption that game visuality is primar-
ily decorative or representational, and also the notion that active player control should 
function as the primary criterion of what constitutes a digital game. Instead, she calls for 
closer attention to acts of seeing, observing, and spectating as often overlooked but es-
sential modes of engagement with a game.

This perspective shapes her concept of the algorithmic spectacle, which she under-
stands as a configuration of multiple inseparable layers of representation and computa-
tion. Fizek (2022) illustrates this position through her analysis of the art installation/game 
Emissaries (Cheng, 2015-2017), in which she identifies different modes of vision. These 
modes are conceptualised as layers of spectated meaning.

The layers are activated depending on the duration of the spectator’s exposure to 
the visual material. Another significant characteristic of the installation is that there is no 
way to interact with it, closing the spectators out of the cybernetic circuit. What initially 
appears as a purely representational image gradually reveals its operational dimension 
through sustained engagement, allowing the spectator to perceive not only what is shown, 
but how the image functions. In this way, prolonged spectating transforms visual experi-
ence into a form of operational seeing. It can also be concluded that the visuality of the 
game constructs what the observer actively interprets.

Following Flusser (2011), Fizek (2022) argues that digital game imagery can be un-
derstood as a visible manifestation of code rendered for human spectators. Grasping what 
such representations mean ultimately requires examining the technical circumstances 
of their production: the logic of the system that generates them, including engines, al-
gorithms, and other tools of game development. Consequently, she suggests that the 
meaning of digital game images should primarily be studied at the level of source code, 
which ties back to the representation. Such a move enables the full extent of the entangled 
meaning to be revealed. Fizek herself acknowledges that relatively few scholars have pur-
sued this approach though (see, e.g. McKeown, 2018).

3	 Remark by the author: Fizek cites several authors who tend to operate with this division, including among 
others Aarseth (2011) and Bogost (2006).
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All Images Are Operations
The central concern in Fizek’s (2022) treatment of visuality in digital games is an 

aesthetic one, in which the object of the analysis must inevitably point back to a certain 
subject – the human actor – sooner or later, as the recipient of the spectacle. Rather than 
treating images primarily as an entry point to code-centric analysis, it may be productive 
to reverse the relation between input and output implied in Fizek’s framework. This raises 
the question as to whether the algorithmic spectacle requires a central spectator at all, or 
more precisely, whether the spectator is necessarily an isolated human subject. In contrast 
to Fizek’s approach this study argues that theories of Flusser (2011) and Farocki (2004) 
already find direct expression within the representational structures of gameplay itself.4

Fizek briefly theorises the possibility that representations can be read in terms of 
their operative qualities, namely in the already discussed example of the game/art instal-
lation Emissaries. However, she does not fully theorise the operational status of percep-
tion itself. This is where our argument departs from hers. We suggest further broadening 
the definition of what a digital game operation is, by including more than just technical 
criteria, to ultimately position the player within the cybernetic circuit of the game.

To support this claim, we draw on Walker Rettberg’s (2023) account, which approach-
es the distinction between representation and operation from a different angle. Like Fizek, 
she distinguishes between representational and operational images, but argues that all 
images can, to some extent, be understood as operational, insofar as representation itself 
functions as a trigger for processes of image recognition through human cognitive faculties.

In digital games, two modes of imaging intersect. On one hand, games generate im-
ages for human players that presuppose recognition and interpretation by perception. 
Such images are intrinsically bound to cultural pre-understanding encoded both on the 
side of the player and within the conventions embedded in code. On the other hand, game 
systems also operate with images that are purely functional in a technical context, form-
ing part of computational processes that remain inaccessible to the player. For the pur-
poses of this study, however, the crucial point is that representations can themselves be 
considered operations (Walker Rettberg, 2023). This perspective allows digital game im-
ages to be analysed not only in terms of their technical foundation, but also as cultural 
techniques that organise perception and attention.5

While Fizek (2022) addresses the cultural qualities of technicity when theorising 
the “layers of spectated meaning”, conceptualising operational spectatorship as a cul-
tural technique that renders technical processes visible and thus culturally intelligible, 
her emphasis remains on how representations can be seen operatively. By contrast, we 
understand human perception itself as a cultural technique that completes gameplay op-
erations, meaning that representations function operatively because they require active 
perceptual participation.

4	 Remark by the author: Flusser (2011) and Farocki (2004) both reconceptualise the digital image as a new 
kind of image in which representation no longer refers to an external object. While they share this starting 
point, their approaches diverge significantly. Flusser (2011) focuses on the elementary components of 
such technical images, understanding them as approximations or models of realities that do not yet exist. 
Farocki (2004), by contrast, theorises what he calls operative images, images that do not depict the world 
but actively participate in its transformation. These are images, are no more intended for human sight and 
are part of an operation. More on the nature and implications of such images particularly in regard to the 
human actor is elaborated by Charvát (2023).

5	 Remark by the author: The concept of culture techniques (originally Kulturtechniken) stems from German 
media theory and refers to the idea that media operations are always preceded by specific culture 
techniques. fundamental human practices such as reading, writing, counting or drawing, which enable 
media to function in the first place (Siegert, 2016).
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Understanding representations as a function of an operation conversely creates 
conceptual space for tracing technicity of the image as a cultural expression, rather than 
treating it as a hidden infrastructure (even if acknowledging the interconnectedness of 
representation and the underlying computation) belonging to the realm of studying the 
code creation circumstances. In this context, representation and operation function as in-
tertwined aspects of a single process, where the technical is inseparable from the cultural 
(Manovich, 2001).6

What requires clarification, however, is the hermeneutical shift implied by this per-
spective. Fizek (2022) rightfully emphasises that digital game images, unlike Farocki’s 
(2004) military operational images, are intended for human sight. She thereby recentres 
the player importance in a more aesthetic approach. While Fizek elsewhere in her book ad-
vocates a posthumanist and fluid approach that blurs the boundaries between passivity 
and activity, and thus between the player and the game, her chapter on spectated play still 
tends to conceptualise the player as an autonomous observer with an aesthetic distance. 
This study goes in a slightly different direction by suspending this strict analytical distinc-
tion between game and player. This shift towards a more consistent posthuman reading 
of visuality enables a functional analysis of representations without the need to loop them 
back to human experience.7

The approach advanced in this study operates on a functional level, where the player 
becomes part of the game’s operation. Following Walker Rettberg’s (2023) account of 
machine vision as an assemblage in which humans and technologies mutually depend on 
each other, games incorporate perceptual and cognitive functions including vision, rec-
ognition, and observation. Vision does not merely receive the output of the system, but 
functions as a technical peripheral (Pias, 2011) of the cybernetic circuit, through which the 
operation is successfully completed.8

Rather than imposing an independent agency or consciousness (even if only shared 
with human agents) on the part of the machine – this model allows the game to function 
as a situation in which technical, visual, and cultural processes become tightly interwo-
ven. This in turn allows the system’s operational logic to be enacted by human perception. 
Through this recalibration, the concept of the algorithmic spectacle is methodologically 
reworked. It is not primarily understood as an aesthetic tool, but as a complex operational 
environment, where the aesthetic qualities of the image become a medium.

In this configuration the player’s centrality remains aesthetic, but in favour of a func-
tional conception of the image. This specific operationalisation of algorithmic spectacle is 
what we call Playing through Seeing. The overall posthuman perspective is thus deployed 
mainly to move beyond ontological inquiries, towards a description of the operational 
function of representations.9

6	 Remark by the author: This line of inquiry is very briefly mentioned by Fizek (2022) herself, when citing 
Manovich’s (2001) claim, that computer processes are in fact a derivate of human organisational principles. 
However, this perspective is not further conceptualised as part of the operational logic of a game.

7	 Remark by the author: It is true that posthuman approaches in game studies have been criticised for never 
fully moving beyond the centrality of the human actor, even if this is the declared aim of such approaches. 
This goal fails particularly insofar as interpretation ultimately remains a human task (Keever, 2022). This 
is also true particularly in relation to the intra-action logic which Fizek (2022) borrows from Barad (2007), 
and which heavily influences the book, where a whole chapter is dedicated to this theory. This can yet (even 
if more implicitly than in the chapter about intra-action) be traced in her approach to representation and 
computation, which relies on the logic of intra-acting, thus distancing the player from the game.

8	 Remark by the author: We draw on Pias’s (2011) characterisation of the player as a “peripheral device” 
within a circuit of synchronisation between human and machine.

9	 Remark by the author: In this sense, the player-game relation can be understood in a Deleuzian way as a 
pragmatic connection of “human-game–machine”. This connection is a temporary assemblage in which 
perceptual and computational operations form a single, distributed circuit (Deleuze & Guattari, 2010).
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Before analysing the painting side quests in Elden Ring (FromSoftware, 2022), it 
might be useful to consider a model example that illustrates the proposed convergence 
of representation and operation as well as the player and the game. The save icon, which 
is one of the most basic and frequent visual elements in digital games, provides such an 
example. It visually represents an ongoing technical process while simultaneously func-
tioning as an instruction addressed to the player, who not only recognises and interprets 
the meaning of the image but enables the system to safely operate at all.

The icon does not merely inform the player that the game is saving data, it also de-
mands a specific form of activity from the player, in this case the need to stay passive. The 
player is instructed not to intervene, not to turn off the system or to interrupt the process, 
under the threat of data loss. In this regard, the save icon operates simultaneously as a 
representation of an operation, as an operation in itself, and as a technical image that is 
activated by human sight. The game herein delegates a limited but crucial action to the 
player: waiting, suspending switching of the system.

While the reception of this technical instruction might not typically be interpreted as 
triggering active participation from the player, the player in this situation must still remain 
alert and conscious, which means that passivity and activity become inseparably inter-
twined, just as the relationship between operation and representation is fundamentally 
entangled.

This model example demonstrates how digital games make their technicity not only 
visible, but also crucial to their playability. The image communicates operational logic 
while integrating the player as a technical peripheral, as an observing part of that opera-
tion.

Although the save icon example works on a non-diegetic level, representing an oper-
ation and nothing other than itself, the logic of this example anticipates the more complex 
dynamics of the painting side quests in Elden Ring, which work in a more abstract diegetic 
context.

Playing through Seeing: 
Analytical Framework

We build on and critically reinterpret the concepts developed by Fizek (2022). She 
examines the complex relations between the visual and computational dimensions of digi-
tal games, as well as between the player and the game. When Fizek analyses the act of 
seeing, observing and spectating digital games, she emphasises that digital game images 
cannot be understood independently of their computational foundations and vice versa. 
This study further develops this line of inquiry by examining how digital game visuality can 
acquire operational force. We argue that in specific gameplay situations the act of seeing 
becomes an act of playing, as visual representations structure attention, direct action, 
and help complete gameplay operations through the player’s perception. Methodological-
ly, this is a conceptual study developing an analytical framework termed “Playing through 
Seeing”, which is later applied to a focused case study of the painting side quests in  
Elden Ring through a close analytical reading of their operational and cultural dimensions.

Combining a cultural perspective on digital game operations with a posthumanist 
view that situates the player within the operational circuit provides a productive way of 
grasping the relation between the game’s visuality and its underlying computations. Play-
ing through Seeing refers to gameplay situations in which visual perception of the player 
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becomes a necessary condition of gameplay progression. As we have shown, the frame-
work is tied to a broader reframing of what counts as a digital game operation and consists 
of two analytical dimensions:

First, it considers representations as operations, which means that images can trig-
ger, shape and drive gameplay processes, with human perception functioning as part of 
the game’s operational circuit. In practice, several criteria can help distinguish such phe-
nomena. This mode of play is especially visible when gameplay progression depends on 
the visual environment as a whole, rather than on preprogrammed buttons, or specific 
actions explicitly required from the player. Another identifier is found in situations in which 
vision is acted upon as a synchronisation device, for example, when representations op-
erationalise mental capacities such as recognising patterns and similarities in order to 
match or complete a partial or distorted image. Instances in which in-game aesthetics 
take on a functional role, organising and suggesting the very condition of operationality 
of the image are also considered to be part of this process, where the representation acts 
as an operation.

Second, it approaches vision as a cultural technique of such representational opera-
tions, emphasising that the operational role of images depends on the player’s ability to 
interpret and use them in culturally and contextually specific ways. In other words, when 
the image communicates how to be seen correctly, it is the act of seeing and recognising 
them that makes vision a cultural technique of operation.

Practical identifiers of this second dimension are the dependency of the operation 
on the player’s acquired general gameplay knowledge. The successful completion of the 
operation may depend on the player’s contact with fan-made materials or on the exchange 
of knowledge within the online and offline gaming communities.

What follows in the final section is a qualitative case study demonstrating how the 
presented framework – Playing through Seeing – can be used as a tool for analysing cer-
tain aspects of digital gameplay. This framework is applied to specifically limited material 
to show a detailed proposition on how to understand the relation between what is seen 
and what is actionable through its core ideas. The study therefore has an interpretative 
character and is based on close gameplay analysis of the selected quests.

The case study is organised to resemble the two dimensions proposed. In relation to 
the painting side quests in Elden Ring: first, the operational qualities of the paintings and 
their aesthetics, and secondly their cultural and contextual conditions will be analysed.

The Case Study 
of the Painting Side Quests 
in Elden Ring

Images in digital games have traditionally served as visual representations of fiction-
al worlds. Digital images do not simply represent a pre-existing object; they construct it 
and complicate the relationship between what is seen and how it is put together. In digital 
games, the function of images therefore exceeds a merely aesthetic or narrative role: they 
can themselves become mechanisms within the gameplay experience.

One of the most striking examples of this is the series of painting side quests in  
Elden Ring. Elden Ring falls under the umbrella of the so-called soulslike genre, which 
is in many respects a unique phenomenon. These games are defined by a high level of  
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difficulty and frequent player death. On a narrative level, the game is highly symbolic and 
complex, oftentimes suggesting rather than narrating the lore of the world directly, for 
example through descriptions of items found in the inventory or through cryptic conversa-
tions with the numerous non-player characters (NPCs) encountered throughout the world  
(Caracciolo, 2024).

Unlike its genre predecessors, Elden Ring takes the form of an open world. It is this 
new spatial twist introduction into the genre that encourages the players to explore its 
vast lands, which is enabling for a different kind of play: a slower-paced form of engage-
ment that requires an observational approach.

The series of side quests are organised in such a way that the player gradually en-
counters a total of seven paintings scattered across The Lands Between. Each of them 
depicts a specific landscape from the game world. These paintings do not function merely 
as accompanying aesthetic elements, but as triggers for a specific type of quest. When 
the player finds a painting and interacts with it, they ‘activate’ it, which initiates the quest.

The goal is to locate the place depicted in the image – more precisely, to find the 
exact spot from which the painting was originally captured. Once the player reaches this 
location, the ghost of the painter, the author of the original image, appears and then van-
ishes, leaving behind a reward that closes the quest on a narrative level.

a)	Representations as operations: The player as a technical peripheral
A crucial aspect of the design of these quests is that they enable a distinct mode of 

play: Instead of relying on direct confrontation with enemies or the execution of mechani-
cally complex tasks, progress is grounded in the perception of visual relations within the 
game space. The moment in which the player’s gaze aligns with the game’s gaze marks 
the completion of the task.

This kind of quest is neither a case of pure in-game action, which would reinforce 
the dominant conception of the player as being in control of the game, nor is it a simple 
cutscene to be passively observed, pointing back to the save icon example, where the 
active and passive conceptions collide. Already at this stage, the mission contains an ele-
ment of spectacle in its own right, which informs the player about an upcoming operation 
of the image.

The painting and its re-contextualisation within the dynamic game world constitute 
two layers of spectated meaning, to rephrase Fizek’s terminology. The act of seeing and 
recognising a seemingly static representational object ultimately enacts that object as 
operational. In this configuration, the player is spectating while still remaining part of 
the cybernetic circuit. It is playing through seeing, which from a posthuman perspective 
makes it possible for the game, in a sense, to see and observe itself through human per-
ception and cultural pre-understanding accessible exclusively by and through the player.

In this respect, the situation represents an inverted logic of the screenshotting prac-
tice: whereas in a screenshot, according to Möring (2023), an originally operational im-
age becomes de-operationalised,  Elden Ring  presents the opposite dynamic. Here, the 
initial encounter is with a representation that only becomes operational once examined 
spatially. In other words, the quest reveals that no digital game representation is possible 
without the computational operation that continuously recalculates perspective so that 
the world appears static. It can be understood as a metacommentary on this condition.

It could even be argued that the landscape itself shifts from an implicit operational-
ity, where actions in the game world are typically enacted by manipulating interactive ele-
ments, to an explicit operationality, in which the landscape as a whole becomes the object 
of manipulation. The player must carefully consider spatial navigation and perspective 
adjustments as pieces of a puzzle. What usually serves as the background for action is 
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here foregrounded as the primary field of operationality, while the usual interactive ele-
ments recede into a backdrop for a larger representational logic that unfolds only when 
the pictorial mode of spectating is replicated.10

The entire process can be understood as a commentary on the nature of the static 
image, which at no point functions merely as representation, whether it is in the openly 
operative spatial configuration or in the initial state of operation ‘on hold’. The key takea-
way is that aesthetics have proved to have a direct influence on the game’s operational 
logic. On a functional level, the digital aesthetics of the game world enable the algorithmic 
spectacle to unfold.

It is also Elden Ring’s artistic stylisation that foregrounds the constructed nature of 
the game’s visual world. This aesthetic abstraction makes the image recognisably artifi-
cial, which in turn facilitates its operational role, thus the player is made aware that what 
is seen must be worked with rather than looked at, further suggesting the line between 
playing and seeing to be porous.

The painting quests cannot be completed without the player actively processing 
visual information. To solve them, the player reconstructs the depicted viewpoint by align-
ing environmental features, adjusting perspective, and navigating space accordingly –  
a perceptual operation structurally comparable to the save-icon example, where the vis-
ual sign delegates a technical task which reveals the operationality of the represented 
world visible without being technical. In this sense, playing through seeing is a mode of 
synchronisation. The player adopts the image’s logic by re-enacting the act of capturing 
the image, temporarily functioning as a perceptual component within the game’s opera-
tional circuit.

b)	Vision as a cultural technique of operation
The painting quests in Elden Ring demonstrate that technically understood vision 

(recognising visual elements generated by code) is not sufficient for successfully com-
pleting a gameplay operation. Identifying the landscape and retaining it in memory is not 
enough unless the player is able to apply vision as a rule of action.

This operational dimension exceeds the mere localisation of the paintings that ac-
tivate the quests. The player must possess a cultural competence that allows them to 
recognise that they are confronted with a specific mission type and that a particular mode 
of action is required.

In other words, vision here functions neither solely as a technical-cognitive process 
nor merely as an aesthetically coded experience, but as a cultural technique that converts 
representation into operation. Only through this competence is the visual representation 
integrated into gameplay function.

Soulslike games exhibit a structural elusiveness that renders the meaning of the 
game always partially out of reach (Vella, 2015). Anderson (2025) notes that there is no 
definitive meaning inscribed either in the actions or in the narrative. One consequence 
of this opacity is that players seek clarification in sources outside the game itself to help 
render the narrative meaningful, but also guide the player’s ludic actions.11

When the player discovers the painting and activates the quest, they may not know 
what to do or where to go. It is precisely in the moment of uncertainty that the limits 
of individual perception become visible, revealing the necessity of transforming repre-
sentation into actionable knowledge, which simultaneously unlocks visuality into the  
operation.

10	 Remark by the author: This shift of perspective might be also considered an extension of a concept 
described by Fizek (2022), when discussing the so-called operational ambience.

11	 Remark by the author: Anderson (2025) calls this practice hyperlinking.
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What is traditionally perceived as extra-ludic player practice (consulting guides, 
forum discussions, wiki pages, or video walkthroughs) re-enters the operational loop of 
gameplay and becomes the very condition for these quests to work. The cultural tech-
nique of vision is what integrates both layers of vision – the technical in-game perception 
and external cultural input, enabling the player to see the gameplay function.12

Therefore, the in-game operation is cultural as well: it externalises its own prerequi-
sites through collectively shared knowledge across the player community. This duality is 
not a side effect but part of the operational function of representation: the cultural context 
enables the conversion of representation into action.

The more knowledgeable a player is regarding FromSoftware’s design tradition, the 
more automatically learned strategies are applied. When the player reproduces expected 
actions, they become a functional component within a wider human-technical-cultural as-
semblage of digital game operation.

Without cultural pre-understanding, the paintings would remain recognisable as 
aesthetic objects but would not activate any operation at all. Cultural context thus enables 
what Walker Rettberg (2023) describes as the hybridity of representation and operation: 
culture cannot be separated from how representations function. The cultural technique 
of vision becomes technologised and integrated into the machine operation through the 
player being positioned as a technical peripheral within the system.

Conclusion
This study has proposed an alternative way to analyse digital game visuality by treat-

ing representations as components of the operational circuit of games rather than as 
purely aesthetic surfaces. To develop this perspective, Fizek’s (2022) concepts of spec-
tated play and related notions, most notably the concept of the algorithmic spectacle, 
were introduced.

Building on Walker Rettberg’s (2023) account of representational and operation-
al images, the study shifted attention from what images mean to what images do, how 
they organise perception, how they require recognition, and how they become actionable 
through the player’s perceptual and cultural participation.

The framework of Playing through Seeing was defined through two dimensions. 
First, representations can function as operations that are directly shaping the gameplay 
progression. Second, vision can be understood as a cultural technique of such opera-
tions, since seeing in games is never merely optical, but depends on genre knowledge, 
conventions, and extra-ludic practices of interpretation. Additionally, this conceptual shift 
reframes the relationship between humans and machines, understood here as an assem-
blage in which perceptual, technical, and cultural processes mutually depend on each 
other, ultimately positing the player’s cognitive capabilities as a functional component of 
the game’s cybernetic circuit.

The case study of the painting side quests in  Elden Ring  demonstrated how this 
framework can be applied to a concrete gameplay situation. These quests do not rely 
primarily on combat, explicit waypoints, or textual instructions, but on the player’s ability 
to reconstruct a visual relation between a painting and the game world. The static painting 
becomes operational only when the player identifies the depicted landscape, navigates 

12	 Remark by the author: It can also be theorised, that this is not exclusive to soulslike games, but to the whole 
digital game medium, which as all media forms rely on a kind of general experience and exposure to the 
medium. As Fizek (2022) notes, how we look is highly situational.
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towards the correct location, and aligns their perspective with the viewpoint implied by 
the image. Progress therefore occurs through a synchronisation of the player’s gaze with 
the game’s visual logic.

The first dimension of the analysis showed that the paintings are more than merely 
aesthetic objects. What appears to be a visual surface becomes a condition of gameplay 
progression. The second dimension showed that this operation depends on cultural and 
contextual knowledge, and in some cases, extra-ludic sources such as guides, forums, or 
community knowledge. These elements ultimately re-enter the gameplay circuit as condi-
tions that allow representation to become actionable.

While the study was primarily focused on the painting side quests in Elden Ring, the 
proposed framework is not limited to this particular case. Playing through Seeing can also 
be applied to other gameplay situations in which visual perception, perspective, or syn-
chronisation structure player action. This may include mechanics of aerial vision, such 
as “Eagle Vision” for example in Assassin’s Creed Origins (Ubisoft, 2017), environmental 
scanning in Death Stranding (Kojima Productions, 2019) or photographic modes more 
generally. The potential for further development of this framework suggests that debates 
on representation and operation can be extended from experimental or idle games to AAA 
titles, by focusing on subtle and specific moments of visual player engagement that might 
otherwise be overlooked or dismissed as marginal.

The study has argued that spectating is not necessarily external or passive, and that 
players are not simply positioned outside the operations of digital games. In the painting 
quests, seeing is itself a form of play as well as a game function. This allows Fizek’s (2022) 
notion of games that play themselves to be reformulated from the perspective of our read-
ing of digital game visuality: by playing through seeing, the game can be said to observe 
itself through the player. The spectator is therefore part of the operation and becomes the 
medium through which the game’s visual logic is completed.
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