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ABSTRACT

This thesis contributes to the academic fields of Museum and Heritage Studies and Game
Studies by rethinking the application of games, play and design in museums. | propose and
document the applicability of games design with visitors as a creative and visual methodology
in museums. Building upon established Museum Studies, games, play and design theories,
power and agency theories and Multimodal Social Semiotics, | conceptualise games design
with visitors as an active curatorial intervention in representation, meaning-making and

agency in the museum site.

The research begins by examining recent and current debates around the role and application
of games in non-entertainment settings and particularly in museums. In the process of
understanding the rationale for the development and application of games in museums, | trace
how and why museums have sought institutional change to attract and engage new and
different audiences throughout the years. | point out that museums employ games as part of
the democratisation of the museum experience. However, | explain that museums’
hierarchical relationships with their visitors and issues of curatorial authority, authenticity and
representation have limited the development and application of museum games to

educational, evaluation and engagement purposes.

I demonstrate that such games’ application in museums simplifies the potential of games as
cultural, dynamic and ludic objects but also limits museum and heritage visitors’ meaning-
making, representation and agency. | note that the established museum game practices
promote a pre-determined, passive and didactic approach to the museum experience.
Therefore, | argue that the relationship between museums and games needs to be re-
examined moving away from the trend of gamification and the notion of games as emerging

pedagogy. | propose a conceptual and methodological shift towards the examination of games



as representational and cultural objects. | suggest focusing on what happens when museums

give the design tools to visitors to make games inspired by museum collections and themes.

Drawing on data collected during two case studies, | examine and describe step by step how
families with young people design games inspired by museums and their collections. As part
of the research process, two workshops were designed and implemented in two different
museums in the UK. The first one was implemented at the UCL Grant Museum of Zoology in
2016 and the second was conducted at the Museum of London Docklands in 2018. Bringing
together theories from the fields of Museum Studies, Game Studies, Platform Studies and
Museum Distributed Network theories and Multimodal Social Semiotics, | read visitors’ games
as curatorial platforms that challenge, add and transform the context within which they are

situated, designed and played.

This thesis maps out and highlights the potential of games design as a creative and visual
methodology. It provides new and important insights into the much-debated question of
museum representation, the notion and ethics of the playful and participatory museum and
the role that games as media can play in the relation between museums and their communities.
Its findings show that games design with visitors offers museum practice and academia the
methodology to rethink issues of curation, representation, meaning-making and agency.
Games design with visitors as a curatorial intervention allows museums to recognise and
empower the production of alternative classifications that add new layers of playful
representations and meanings to the authentic museum curation. In this way, new paths of
encountering and experiencing the tangible and intangible heritage and natural history are
created allowing visitors to play and experiment with meaning and representation in the

museum setting.

These findings make a significant contribution to the literature of Game Studies. By proposing

and applying games design as a participatory curatorial intervention in museums, this thesis
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introduces and documents the value of games as media beyond their current entertainment
and educational application. In this way, the findings in this study extend the understanding

of how game studies and games culture contribute to other academic fields and practices.



IMPACT STATEMENT

This thesis focuses on games design with families. The findings from this research make
several contributions to both the current museums’ academic literature and empirical practice.
As noted in the literature review Chapter, while there is high interest in games, play and design
in museums, there has been no detailed investigation of the relationship between museums
and games beyond the boundaries of gamification and serious games. This research draws
from Games Studies literature to demonstrate what games and particularly games design can
offer to museums. As this suggests, this work has the potential to bring valuable insights in
the field of Museum Studies which explores playful and dynamic media in museums. The
findings of this thesis generate useful insights about the expressive, playful and dynamic
power of games and particularly games design. These findings have been presented and
discussed with leading scholars of the field in international conferences including the DiIGRA
2018 held in Turin, Italy, the Video Games and Museums Conference held in Helsinki, Finland,

and the 10™ International Inclusive Museum Conference, in Manchester, UK.

As a Visitor Generated Content and participatory work, this research sheds new light on co-
creation and co-curation practices in museums. In this thesis, | unpack and detail how families
with young people design games and how they use different dynamic and playful resources
and communicational modes to construct and express their ideas and narratives about the
museum collections and displays as a response to the environment of communication. This
new and detailed understanding of visitors’ design work can assist museums’ knowledge of
participatory, playful and co-curatorial practices. These insights were presented during a

seminar held at the Museum of London for museum professionals.

This work brings together academic research and the everyday empirical practice of museums.

As such, it has also the potential to influence and benefit the museums-universities relation



and collaboration. Valuable lessons were learnt from this collaboration. These lessons were
documented in the paper ‘Museums as experimental test-beds: Lessons from a university

museum’ (Ashby, 2018).

Lastly, for this research, two game-making workshops were organised as public engagement
events in two different museums. Therefore, this work has a public engagement impact. In
each game-making workshop, families with young people were invited to explore the
museums and design and play games inspired by the museum collections and displays. The
families spent time in the museums handing the museum collections and researching the

archives and collections. They also experimented with different digital tools and resources.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

What happens when museums invite their communities to play and design video games for
and about museum collections, objects and displays? What is the meaning of a playful, open

and participatory museum?

Currently, museums face complex and severe economic, social and political challenges which
shape the way they establish and build relations with different communities and identify their
role and mission as cultural institutions. Immigration, social injustice, political debates and
activism are now topics that challenge museums to be more open, dialectic, playful and
accessible. Museums are under increasing pressure to represent ‘a plurality of lived
experiences, histories, and identities’ (Sandell & Nightingale, 2013, p. 1-2). They are required
to be participatory, inclusive and develop different partnerships with different communities
(ICOM, 2019). But these institutional challenges are not new. As Sharon Macdonald (1996)
pointed out twenty years or so ago, museums since the end of the twentieth century ‘are sites
in which seductive totalizing mythologies of the nation-state and Enlightenment rationality
struggles against alternative classifications, and in which “high culture’ and ‘popular culture’
battle for legitimacy” (p.14). In this quote Macdonald (1996) sums up one of the most
important and still relevant political debates in the museum sector (p. 14). In the heart of this
debate, key issues of curatorial authority, power, representation and visitors’ meaning-making
and agency play out. These key issues occur within and through different relations between

museums and the public and between expert and novice curatorial voice and representation.

Within this social, cultural and political context, museums in the UK have introduced digital
games in their learning and engagement programs, collecting video games and organizing
different play and design activities onsite and online. Such playful museum activities aim to

engage and establish new relations with diverse and younger audiences. Museum research
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and practice have viewed games as a way to transform museums and promote more open,
playful, participatory and inclusive strategies. For many Museum Studies scholars and
practitioners, games offer visitors effortless, ‘fun’ and playful encounters with the museum
collections and heritage culture (Charr, 2019; Blair, 2016; Prudames, 2011; Gish & Zaia, 2011;
Bath- Goodlander, 2009). As an important part of the contemporary and popular culture,
games seem to enable museums to include these new and alternative representations and
approaches. However, games practices in museums have attracted much speculation and
debate. | will argue that although these practices’ objectives and aims are valuable, the way

games are employed can be perceived as marketing bait.

Undeniably, digital games, play and design have been widely used as educational tools and
assets for marketing, engagement and social participation in the museum site (Allison, 2011).
Museum practice and academia have mainly focused on the learning benefits and outcomes
of games, play and design. As | will later show in the literature review chapter, both fields of
Museum Studies and Game Studies have underlined that such games employment is too
instrumentalist as it omits the expressive, dynamic and ambiguous nature of games. In
addition to this, | will demonstrate that museum practice and academic literature have
employed mainly a celebratory and descriptive approach to games, play and design. | will

explain that this approach simplifies what games are as cultural, dynamic and ludic objects.

I will also argue that previous research on museums and games has mainly focused on visitors’
play practices. Based on the literature review, it seems that museum research and practice
are mainly interested in exploring how visitors engage with different curatorial subjects while
playing games or how games’ virtuality, spatiality and ludic aspects allow visitors to
experience and explore historical and cultural heritage while playing (Flynn, 2005; Giddings,
2015). Building upon this argument, | will suggest that very little is known about heritage

visitors’ game design practices and their connection to representation, meaning-making,
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culture and agency. Lastly, | will argue that a fresher and contemporary perspective to discuss
games in museums, and specifically games design in museums is needed. It is essential to
explore how and who can design games in the museum site expressing and attaching new
representations and meanings to the museum collections, displays and heritage sites. | will
propose to approach games in museums informed by the developments in the Game Studies
field. In this way, bringing together the Museum Studies and Game Studies field will lead to a

new understanding of games in museums.

For all the above reasons, | propose that the relation between museums and digital games
needs to be reexamined, moving away from the trend of gamification and the notion of games
as emerging pedagogy and moving towards the examination of games as representational
and cultural artefacts that reflect and transform the context! within which they are situated,
played and designed. With this in mind, | will focus on the complex processes that games
design involves rather than on games learning and engagement benefits and outcomes. In
this way, the different ways museum visitors through design approach, challenge and
negotiate representation and meaning-making within and beyond the museums site will unfold.
Focusing on and understanding the creative processes and actions that visitors undertake as

game designers will offer a refreshed way of defining the playful, dynamic and participatory

1 In this thesis, the term ‘context’ will be used solely when referring to the museum space, the
museum curatorial representation and meaning-making, and the power relations and dynamics
between museums and visitors. The term context does not refer to the social and cultural
background, identity and profiles of museum visitors or this thesis’ research participants. Although, in
this thesis, the complexity of the relation between subjectivity and game design is recognized. But it is
not in this thesis’ scope to make claims that the participants’ games reflect or are influenced by
subjectivity and identity. This limitation will be further discussed in the section concerning the
limitations and achievements of this thesis.
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museum. In this thesis, the playful and participatory museum is perceived as a place where
different communities add new layers of representations and multiple meanings to museum
collections, spaces and displays by creating dynamic and playful objects that challenge,

reflect and transform curatorial work.

In this thesis, | will explore how families with young people design games inspired by museum
collections, space and displays. | will focus on the act of making to understand what happens
when they produce digital playful content for and about museums. My aim is to demonstrate
how the games act as curatorial platforms that reflect, transform and add to the museum
culture and context. By fleshing out the act of making, | will present the different ways, the
research participants’ as game designers engage with curatorial work. My argument is that
employing games design in the museum site can be more than an effortless and fun learning
activity for museum visitors. | propose examining games design beyond the perspective that
views it as a creative activity which allows visitors to simply react to museum collections.
Instead, | argue that games design enables visitors to assume an agentive role within the
museum site. | will show that, with games design, they engage with curatorial work thinking

about representation and meaning-making in different platforms, spaces and modes.

To achieve these research aims and objectives, two case studies were designed and
implemented in two different museums in the UK. The first case study was implemented at
the UCL Grant Museum of Zoology in 2016. The second case study was conducted at the
Museum of London Docklands in 2018. For both case studies, families with young people
were recruited as research participants. In the UCL Grant Museum of Zoology case study,

three families co-designed an Alternate Reality Game (ARG) and in the Museum of London
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Docklands case study, three different families designed four different computer games using

the games authoring software of Mission Maker2.

In this doctoral thesis, the following overarching research questions will be examined?:

1. What do museum visitors’ game designs reveal about curatorial representation,
meaning-making and agency?
2. In what ways do museum visitors assume the role of game designer in the museum

site?

In chapter 2, the conversation about the relation between museums and games will continue.
In order to understand this relation, the context within which museums have employed games,
play and design in their activities will be thoroughly discussed. The chapter will then go on
with the review of the most relevant empirical and academic practices of games, play and
design in museums. The examination and analysis of how games have been employed
empirically and academically allow me to present what motivates museum research and
practice to employ games. In addition to this, to be able to fully present the relation between
museums and games, the debate on gamification and serious games will be considered and

examined.

To understand games design as a participatory, co-curatorial and Visitor Generated Content

(VGC) practice in the museum site, it is essential to define and further discuss the terms

2 The Mission Maker will be thoroughly discussed in chapter seven under the section ‘Making
Games’. In ‘Making Games’ section, | will detail the background of Mission Maker, how it has been
used and how it will be used in this research project.

3 These are the overarching research questions which will be explored throughout this doctoral thesis.
These questions capture the main goals of this research work. Later on chapters 5 and 6 more in-
depth research questions will be raised based on the aims and objectives of each case study.
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related to this research inquiry. Thus, in chapter 2, | will examine what participatory, co-
curatorial and VGC mean in the museum context and how they have been used until now.
Then, as this thesis looks at games, play and design, it is important to provide some clarity on
how these terms have been conceptualised and used culturally. Revising these terms will
show what the open and participatory museum means for this research and how games
design can contribute in the process of reworking our understanding of visitors’ design work,

representation, meaning-making and agency in museums.

The main aim of chapter 3 is to unpack the contested terms that will be used throughout this
doctoral thesis such as the notions of curation, meaning-making, representation and agency.
The objective is to develop and present a theoretical framework within which this thesis
proposes and develops its research and methodological inquiries. To achieve that, theories
from the fields of Museum Studies, Game Studies, and Social Semiotics will be brought
together to explore visitors’ games as curatorial platforms/interventions and the way games

design connects with representation, meaning-making and agency.

Salen and Zimmerman’s (2014) Rules, Play and Culture framework will be used as a
theoretical foundation to understand visitors’ games as cultural objects. This will allow me to
examine how these games can reflect and transform the context within which they are
designed and played and how they can manifest visitors’ agency as designers. To
conceptualise the notion of curation and draw parallels to game design, four different lenses
will be proposed and used. These are the museum-visitor lens, the representation lens, the
social semiotic lens, and platform lens. To propose these four lenses, curatorial theories,
Social Semiotics, and Platform Studies and Museum Distributed Network theories will be

employed.

Agency will be explored using the theoretical work of Bourdieu (1991) and Kress (2010). | will

argue that using the seemingly opposing theoretical tools of Bourdieu and Kress can be useful.
19



Bourdieu’s notion of field and habitus will allow me to better understand the social structure
of museums and the different power relations and dynamics that exist within the museum
context. While, Kress’ Multimodal Social Semiotics approach (2010) to meaning-making,
representation and agency will enable me to recognise the agent’s intentionality of choice in
the semiotic work, meaning-making and communication and conceptualise visitors’ agency

as game designers.

In addition to Bourdieu and Kress’ work, agency will be explored from a Game Studies
perspective. This will allow me to think about agency in the context of games and the player-
designer relation. In both Museum Studies and Game Studies, agency has been connected
with the notion of interactivity and the users’ (visitors or players) actions to control and change
their experiences. This research thesis focuses on the act of making and on how agency is
manifested through playful design to discuss how games design reworks our understanding

of visitors meaning-making and agency.

The issue of visitors’ agency in participatory initiatives is mainly connected with the problem
of museum authority and authenticity. Museums as cultural institutions still struggle to share
and let go of their authority and disciplinary role to represent the past through authentic and
rational narratives. As will be seen through my theoretical approach in Chapter 3, Museum
Studies researchers including Simon (2010), Proctor (2010), Golding (2009) have critiqued
traditional top-down-information delivery models and have proposed bottom-up, participatory,
prototyping and dialogic models (Mclean, 2013). Museum researchers have theoretically
discussed participatory initiatives in museums separating tokenistic participation in sharing of
expertise and respectful collaboration (Golding, 2009). They have explored museums as
platforms where visitors design their own creative work (Simon, 2010), yet the act of making
and how agency is manifested through design seem to have been subject to no further

investigation. Building on Social Semiotics, Multimodality and Game Studies theories, my
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work discusses how agency is manifested through design and particularly through the design
of dynamic and ludic content such as games. | will demonstrate that games design can offer
visitors a variety of dynamic design choices and modes that manifest agency and allow
visitors/designers to approach, construct and communicate meaning and representations for

and about the museum collections in new playful ways.

In chapter 4, | will describe how | developed and applied this thesis’ methodological framework.
To explore how families design games in the museum site, a qualitative methodology was
employed using multiple case studies, game design participatory methodology with
participatory action research elements. To collect data, different qualitative tools were used,
including focus groups, observations, semi-structured interviews, and a paper and digital
games design framework. In chapter 4, the ethical dimensions of this research work will be
also discussed exploring the role of the researcher and the relations and dynamics between

the researcher and the research participants.

The chapters 5, 6 and 7 are dedicated to the design, implementation and analysis of the case
studies. Each case study has unique characteristics and limitations which reflect each
research setting’s institutional challenges and opportunities. These include the morphology
and availability of the museum space, the type of collections, the relation with their
communities, and public engagement and marketing strategies. As will be discussed in
chapter 5, for these reasons, the methodological framework was applied differently for each
case study. In addition to this, the analysis of the first case study shaped and redefined the
aims and objectives of this doctoral thesis. As this suggests, the methodological framework
and analytical approach of the second case study were reconsidered and applied differently.
With these two case studies, | examine what the design and implementation of a game design
workshop in two different institutions in the UK can tell us about the way families design games

in museums, how they make design decisions and what these decisions reveal about the way
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they perceive the role of museums, their role and agency while making games in the museum
space, and the way they negotiate representation, meaning and authority with and within the

museum.

In the concluding chapter, | will argue that the findings from both case studies extend our
understanding of museum participatory and co-curatorial initiatives that involve visitors in
game design practices. By investigating the act of making, this research clears out the
misconceptions and debates on what games and games design can bring to the conversation
about playful and participatory museums, expert versus novice curatorial voice, the visitors’
agency and design work, and the problem of representation in the museum site. By reworking
the idea of the relation between museums and games and focusing on design, it is revealed
how visitors’ challenge, transform and add new layers of representations and meanings within
new playful and dynamic spaces, and in new modes and platforms. In this way, the expressive
and dynamic power of games as playful objects demonstrates that games in museums can

contribute to the museume-visitor relation beyond a tokenistic and marketing facade.
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Introduction

The aim of this doctoral thesis is to investigate what happens when museum visitors design
games for and about museum collections, objects and displays. Before proceeding with
investigating this research inquiry, it is essential to establish the context within which this
doctoral study develops its research questions, methods and methodology. Over the past
decades, museums in the UK have introduced digital games in their learning and engagement
programs, organizing different play and design activities onsite and online. In this chapter, |
hope to understand the relationship between museums and digital games, and the
circumstances and reasons that led museums in the UK to employ games. Informed by both
the Museum Studies and Games Studies fields, this chapter offers a detailed review of the
relevant literature and practice. It concludes with identifying and addressing a gap in the
Museum Studies literature and practice. Addressing the gap will reveal this thesis’ contribution
to the general field of Museum Studies and patrticularly, to the academic area that investigates
digital heritage, participatory approaches, Visitor Generated Content (VGC) and digital

learning in museums.

This chapter is divided into three main parts, the Museums and Games: A Review of Practice
part (Part A), the Bringing Together Game Studies and Museum Studies Literature part (Part
B), and the Visitors’ games as curatorial platforms part (Part C). In Part A, | will explore why
and how museums have employed games, play and design in their activities and what are
the short-comings of this employment. In Part B, | will bring together the fields of Museum
Studies and Game Studies to address and further analyse these short-comings. The Game
Studies literature will allow me to discuss the misconceptions and stereotypes that are
regularly attached to digital/video games in the museum context and demonstrate my own

research aims and objectives.
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Building upon the problems that | have identified in the museum-games relation and the
insights | have gained by studying the Games Studies literature, in Part C, | will further discuss
the aims and objectives of this research. | will propose a different approach of exploring the
relation between museums and games which highlights the way games and particularly

games design can contribute to the museum field.

In part A, in the process of answering the question of why museums have included games
practices in their programmes, | will trace the historical, cultural, social and political
circumstances that led museums to reinvent their social role and the relationship with their
communities. In the first section of this part, The context: the historical, cultural and political
circumstances that led museums to institutional change, | will show that museums have
always struggled with balancing and sharing their authority and power. | will argue that
museums have employed more open, participatory and playful strategies influenced by the
debates over a. The power relations and dynamics between museums and visitors. b. The
conflict between the disciplinary/didactic role of museums versus visitors’ agency within the
museum site. c. The problem of representation which raises important questions of what and
why is represented within museums and who has the right to represent the past. The latter
connects with museums’ Enlightenment rationality for authenticity against the inclusion of

alternative classification and representation in museums.

In the Museums’ use of digital games, play and design section, | will explain that over the past
decades, there is high interest in games in museums. However, there is not enough evidence
of why and how museums employ games. Most of the documentation comes from empirical
practices and practice-led research which are mainly descriptive and celebratory in nature.
The available limited research investigates how visitors play games (Flynn, 2005). This line of
work reads games as dynamic and playful objects that have the capacity to model, reflect and
transform the museum/heritage experience. However, | will note that visitors’ involvement in
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playing a game about the museum/heritage experience is not the same as inviting visitors to
design these dynamic and ludic experiences that reflect, model and transform the museum.
In the next sections and chapters, | will argue that games design allow visitors to explore

representation and meaning-making and negotiate their own agency in the museum site.

To show how museums have used and continue to use games, | will review four different
categories of museum game practices. These include 1. the collection and exhibition of
video games, 2. using games online, 3. using games onsite and 4. the game-making
and game-design related projects*. My review of practice will also reveal why games have
been used in museums. | will detail that museums use games, play and design as learning
and engagement tools and marketing assets. An explanation of such employment might be
that the museum field seeks easy solutions to replace traditional pedagogical models with
new seemingly more playful and participatory models that promote an agentive role of

museum visitors and attract different audiences. | will argue that the way games are employed,

41t is essential to clarify that museum games practices are not limited to the UK, major museums
around the world have introduced similar digital strategies. However, this chapter will mainly look at
UK-based examples. The decision to narrow down the focus allows me to discuss digital games in a
context which shares similar characteristics, ethics and institutional challenges. Having said that,
each museum in the U.K. certainly faces different institutional challenges and develops its mission
and strategies. But these are created based on guidelines established by common governmental
policies for museums. The last factor relates to the methodological framework of this thesis. For the
purposes of this research, data were collected from two different sites in the UK. In this way, the data
collection shares similar characteristics, ethics, conditions, and challenges with the museum practices

explored in this chapter.
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and the vocabulary used to document and discuss games in museums oversimplifies and

presumes what games are as cultural, playful and dynamic objects.

In Part B, to further analyse the short-comings of the museum games’ practices, | will bring
together literature from both the Museums and Game Studies fields. Informed by the Games
Studies and Museum Studies literature on the debate of serious games and gamification, |
will note that employing games for teaching purposes does not promote nor empower visitors'
agency. On the contrary, it replaces the old traditional and didactic museum models with new

but still didactic ones that are simply masked under playful and 'fun' game-like experiences.

I will show that using games as learning tools and marketing assets conceals the potential of
games to address the problem of agency, representation and meaning-making in the museum
site. In The debate about museum games, serious games and gamification section, both sides
of the controversial debate will be presented raising questions about the use of games, play
and design in the museum site. | will demonstrate that including the Game Studies literature
in the discussion of museum serious games and gamification offers some important insights

into understanding the weakness of an instrumentalist approach of games in museums.

To further discuss and debunk the misconceptions and stereotypes that are regularly attached
to digital/video games in the museum context, | will explore what games are and how they
have been approached and used culturally. In the section Discussing vocabularies: games,
play and design, informed by the Game Studies literature, | will show what games, play and
design can offer to museums and the relationship between museums and their visitors and

propose a re-examination of the museums-games relation.

I will propose that the relation between museums and digital games needs to be re-examined,
moving away from the trend of gamification and the notion of games as emerging pedagogy

and moving towards the examination of games as representational and cultural artefacts that
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can reflect and transform the context within which they are situated, played and designed. As
this suggests, the design of games as a Visitor Generated Content practice allow visitors
agency to assume the role of designer and employ different ways and modes of reflecting,
representing, transforming and communicating meaning for and about the museum context.
With this in mind, | will suggest focusing on the complex processes that games design involves
rather than on games learning and engagement benefits and outcomes. In this way, the
different ways museum visitors through design approach, challenge and negotiate agency,

representation and meaning-making within and beyond the museums site will unfold.

It is in Part C, that | shift the attention towards games design as a co-curatorial and
participatory practice and present the aims and objectives of this doctoral thesis. | will propose
to focus on games as curatorial platforms and interventions and games design as a curatorial
practice. The games as curatorial platforms allow visitors to construct and communicate new
layers of representations and meanings for and about the museum collections. Agency-as-
choice is manifested through game design. Internally to the games (looking at games as rule-
based and ludic objects), the visitors as designers negotiate agency of how to make decisions
concerning the meaning and representation of the museum collections as playful and dynamic
objects. Externally to the game (reading games as cultural objects situated within the museum
context), the museum visitors as designers negotiate agency and their position, role and

relation within the museum structure and field.

In the first section of the part, to conceptualise games design as a participatory, co-curatorial
and Visitor Generated Content practice in the museum site, | will draw from the Museum
Studies literature, to unpack the notions of co-creation, participatory and visitor generated
content. | will explore the tensions and debates regarding the question of curatorial
representation and authenticity, the shared authority between museums and visitors, and

lastly, the power dynamics that define museums authority and visitors’ agency in curatorial
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decision-making. One of the main questions of this research raised the question of how
museum visitors assume the role of curator and experience agency during the game-making
process. | will argue that games design as co-curatorial and visitors’ generated content
practice connects with issues of curatorial representation and authorship, meaning-making

and visitors agency as designers.

The last part of this chapter allows me to create a foundation for the next chapter. In the next
chapter (Chapter 3), building on theories of curation, Social Semiotics, cultural theory and
Platform Studies and Museum Distributed Network perspective, | will further conceptualise
visitors’ games as curatorial platforms that reflect, transform and add new meaning and
representations to the museum. Informed by Games Studies, Social Semiotics, Social Theory
perspective, and Museum Studies literature and philosophy, | will theorise the power relations
and dynamics between museum-visitors and discuss how agency-as-choice is manifested

through the design of dynamic and ludic content such as games.

29



PART A

2.1 Museum and Games: A Review of Practice

This section looks at the relation between museums and games. Its purpose is to demonstrate
how this thesis contributes to the general field of Museum Studies and particularly, to the
academic field that investigates digital heritage, participatory approaches, Visitor Generated

Content (VGC) and digital learning in museums.

The first part of this chapter will start with tracing the context and background that influenced
museums to employ games in their activities and programmes. The overview of the historical
and political changes that defined and transformed museums and their policies will present
the complexities, debates and controversies within the Museum Studies academic field and

practice.

Exploring these debates and controversies allows me to understand why museums have been
using games. In this way, the background and context of this thesis will be presented and
thoroughly examined. The first part of the literature review will conclude with a review and

analysis of the most relevant museum practices of games, play and design.

2.1.1 The Context: The Historical, Cultural and Political Circumstances that Led

Museums to Institutional Change

In this section, | will outline the way museums have been transformed by tracing their role and
mission over the years. The section will include a critical discussion on museum curation, the
problem of representation, the relations between museums and their communities, and

visitors’ agency within the museum site.

Exploring how and why museums have been transformed will set the background of this

research and will help the reader understand the rationale, intentions and arguments made
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throughout this doctoral thesis. Examining the origins and history of museums allows a deeper
understanding of the way museums have constructed different relations with their visitors,
communicated meaning and shared authority and authorship in curating and representing the

past.

One of the most prominent museum debates concerns the very definition of museums. Since
1946, the global museum community, including museum academics and staff, has used the
International Committee of Museum’s (ICOM) definition of museums as a reference to define
their policies and strategies. Over the years, this definition has gradually changed. Its most

recent version was coined in 2007 and reads as follows:

The museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its
development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches,
communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its

environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment. (ICOM, 2007)

In 2018, ICOM proposed the development of a new museum definition. According to Sandahl
(2017), who chairs the ICOM’s standing committee for the museum definition, museums need
a new definition which is ‘more relevant and appropriate for museums in the 215t century and
future landscapes’. To achieve that, with an open call, the executive board of ICOM asked the
museum community to define what is a museum of the 215 century (ICOM, 2018). Based on

the responses, ICOM proposed for a vote the following definition®:

Museums are democratizing, inclusive and polyphonic spaces for critical dialogue

about the pasts and the futures. Acknowledging and addressing the conflicts and

5 In the international conference of ICOM in Tokyo, it was announced that the vote was postponed
due to its controversy (ICOM, 2019),
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challenges of the present, they hold artefacts and specimens in trust for society,
safeguard diverse memories for future generations and guarantee equal rights and

equal access to heritage for all people.

Museums are not for profit. They are participatory and transparent, and work in active
partnership with and for diverse communities to collect, preserve, research, interpret,
exhibit, and enhance understandings for the world, aiming to contribute to human

dignity and social justice, global equality and planetary wellbeing. (ICOM, 2019)

The museum community has questioned the aim and purpose of this new definition raising
guestions regarding its political, wordy and vague content (British Museum Association, 2019).
However, as the British Museum Association (2019) points out this growing criticism connects

with a wider debate between ICOM’s traditionalist and progressive sides.

The conflict between museum traditional and progressive narratives is not new. From their
historical formation to date, museums seem as if they have changed dramatically, yet
museums still struggle to define, control, and share their authority with their communities. The
Museum Studies literature argues that the transformation of museums has led to new public
participatory policies and engagement strategies (Kidd, 2014; Drotner, et al., 2013; Simon,
2010). According to many theorists (Kidd, 2014; Drotner, et al., 2013; Simon, 2010) museums
are now more inclusive, democratic and open. Museums have reinvented their policies due to
different political, social and economic reasons (Witcomb, 2003). As Hooper-Greenhill (2007)
notes ‘the museum has been constructed as a symbol in Western society since the
Renaissance. This symbol is both complex and multi-layered, acting as a sign for domination

and liberation, learning and leisure’ (p.1).

However, ongoing debates, like the definition of museums debate (ICOM, 2019), have
exposed museums to discussions which have challenged their identity, mission and objectives.
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In this section, the question of what has historically caused museums to seek change will be
raised. This section of the literature review will now explore and attempt to answer the

following questions:

e In what ways the history of museums demonstrate the debate between elite/high culture
and popular/lay culture and the debate between expert and novice -curation,
representation and meaning-making in the museum setting?

¢ What does it mean for museums to be more open and inclusive?

e In what ways the relations between museums and their visitors have been established

and communicated?

In the Museum Studies literature, the origins and roots of museums are either traced to the
Renaissance (Arnold, 2006), in the 16" -century’s Cabinets of Curiosities of rarity and novelty
or even earlier in ancient Greece (Abt, 2006, p. 120). According to its classical etymology and
genealogy, the term ‘museum’ comes from the ancient Greek word ‘mouseion’ (Abt, 2006, p.
120). Mouseion in ancient greek describes a sacred location which is called ‘temenos’.
Mouseion was dedicated to Muses, the nine ancient Greek goddesses of literature, science
and art. Based on this etymology, museums have been compared to and critiqued as sacred
spaces where sciences and arts are preserved, curated, represented and guarded (Marstine,
2006; Cameron, 1971). The metaphor of the museum as a temple highlights the museum’s
authority and expertise to curate the past through authentic representations (Marstine, 2006).
Other museum theorists have argued that contemporary museums owe their formation to their
predecessor, the 18"-century’s Enlightenment Museum of taxonomy and rationality (Robins,
2013). Others (Crimp & Lawler, 1993; Hooper-Greenhill, 1992), note that museums, although
their history can be dated almost 600 years ago, do not have a direct ancestor or a prescribed

identity.
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Most of these academic texts about the historical formation and origin of museums separate
their transformation into different stages. Whilst this categorisation is based on how these
historical phases differ, it fails to acknowledge their similarities. Museums, since their
conception as proto-museums, were defined based on one similarity; they were always
directly connected with the cultural and epistemological aspects of their period. While, their
aim, mission, identity, and function have changed during these six centuries, they were always
directly connected with the societal norms, politics and cultural policies of their time. Museums,

in any form, were used to express power and authority.

For instance, the so-called private ‘proto-museum’ of Cabinets of Curiosities was only open
to a limited part of the wealthy public and aimed to represent a microscopic and holistic image
of the world (Walsh, 1992, p. 18). The taxonomy of objects was based on their imaginary and
mythical connections and similarities (Walsh, 1992). They documented the story of the world
but most importantly the financial power and intellectual capital and superiority of their owner
(Walsh, 1992). The Enlightenment museum opened its doors as a public and free institution
and introduced a new way of museum collections’ representation and curation, yet it was used

to express the power and authority of the state country.

The Enlightenment museum promoted order and taxonomy in museum representation and
curation unlike the way collections were formed and archived before then. During the
Enlightenment, the museum objects were rationally categorised based on their differences
rather on their similarities (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992; Robins, 2013). The Enlightenment
museum preserved and presented the most valuable and important parts of the past. Its
mission was to accurately and rationally represent the world and to underline the power of the
state country. It aimed to eliminate anything magical and mythical. It seems that wherein the
Cabinets of Curiosities, the power was held by the individual aristocrat, in the Enlightenment

era, the power was shifted to the state-country which strived to prove its power and authority
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through the museological collections (Anderson, 2003, p. 3). This shift happened during a
period when organizing knowledge to satisfy the scientific curiosity was a priority and scholarly
projects such as the publication of the first encyclopaedia were highly promoted. The first
public museum assumed the role of a three-dimensional encyclopaedia of artefacts, art,

specimens and books to promote scientific truth, authority and power (p. 3).

Another difference between the first public collections and the previous proto-museums is
their open access which characterizes the relationship between museums and their visitors.
As the former director of the British Museum, Robert Anderson (2003) points out, the transition
from the private ‘cabinet of curiosities’ to the open public museums happened gradually over
the years (p. 1). During the 18" century, there were private collections which were entirely or
in parts open to the public but mainly for scientific reasons. The free open public access was
limited to those who met specific criteria which were set by museums. The first public
museums might be more open than the proto-museums, yet not all parts of the public could
visit. This reflects the societal and elite authority and identity of museums and their role to
attract and host a carefully selected part of the public who was able to understand, value and
admire history, science and art. As Bourdieu (1991) points out, museums selected and hosted
those who owned the ‘pure’ gaze, the ability to see and understand the power of the high
culture. The first public museums had a societal role which was promoted by their authority
and power as knowledge and high culture gate-keepers. Taking all these arguments into
account, it seems that throughout the history of museums, issues of authority and authenticity

and control of representation were always central to museological discourses and debates.

The period between the late 18" and the 19"-century was characterised by the increasing
number of public museums. This led to new public strategies including policies about the
relationship between museums, objects, and visitors (Barrett, 2011). Public museums became,

more flexible and open than their predecessors providing access with either free or paid
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entrance. Nonetheless, in many cases, the paid entrance limited those who could not afford

the luxury of buying a ticket.

During the same period, a new surveillance policy to ensure the regulation of the increased
number of valuable museum objects and visitors was developed. This new policy established
dichotomies such as ‘open/closed’ and ‘public/private’. While museums opened their doors to
more visitors and developed new rules to regulate and communicate their collections, their
role remained educational and didactic. Museums’ power was characterized by their authority
to make curatorial decisions concerning the interpretation, openness and representation of
the past. In this way, museums as cultural institutions maintained the power and authority to
pose restraints and rules on the way visitors experienced and interpreted the past. Even
though, public museums were founded based on the idea of inclusivity and openness which
rejected the privacy of the Cabinets of Curiosities (Robin, 2013), as many museums theorists
(Hooper-Greenhill, 1989; Preziosi, 2003) point out museums remained conservative,

disciplinary and exclusionary institutions.

Drawing on Foucault’s concept of ‘power/knowledge’, many theorists have critiqued museums
for promoting passive learning and presenting a predetermined truth and representation of
the past (Black, 2012; Hooper-Greenhill; 1989, Bennet, 1995). From a Foucauldian point of
view (Hooper-Greenhill, 1989; Bennet, 1995), museums have acted as knowledge authorities
and agents of civilising the public and creating one-sided cultural and historical
representations. The visitors have been treated as agents who enter the museum and agree
to follow its rules, constraints and conditions. Visitors visit museums to acquire knowledge
and cultural capital (Bourdieu,1996) or to practice and demonstrate their ability to understand
museums’ high culture based on ‘pure’ gaze and cultural capital. This shows that, despite, the
constant debates about the role of museums in the lives of their communities, the

Enlightenment heritage and classifications seems to maintain their influence.
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Since the second part of the 20"-century, due to political, financial and philosophical shifts,
museums have attempted to re-identify their social role and recognise the importance of
visitors’ active participation in the representation of history and culture (Merriman, 1999).
Several reasons led museums to decide to focus on more democratic and inclusive policies.
Merriman (1999, p. 43-46), presents three main reasons: firstly, museums faced financial
problems and less government funding which required the introduction of a new museum
policy regarding visitors’ attendance and participation. According to the British Museum
Association (2018), museums in the UK faced severe financial challenges in the 1980s which
shaped the relations between museums and their visitors. The conservative government re-
introduced admission charges for national museums and significantly cut down government
funding. As aresult, some museums introduced charges, and some remained free. Museums
like the British Museum, the Tate, and the National Gallery that remained free of charge,
however, increased their visitors’ numbers. But many national museums which introduced

charges such as the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A)®¢, experienced significant declines in

their numbers. In that period, visitors’ attendance dramatically plummeted.

In addition to the government funding cuts, museums had to compete with other forms of
entertainment such as theme parks, shopping malls, and zoos (Merriman, 1999). These
spaces offered cheap and safe entertainment for families and young people. This final reason
connects with the way museums defined their social role within this competitive environment
of different cultural and entertainment institutions. Museums started embracing polices of
active social participation where visitors were free to develop their own version of cultural truth.

These changes were met with criticism and debate about the authority and role of museums

6 The Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) established a £5 admission charge.
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and the line between the museum as an elite pedagogical institution and the museum as an

entertainment and amusements parks (Merriman, 1999).

Itis the ‘New Museology’ (Vergo, 1989) movement that established a new museological period
(Barrett, 2011). This period is marked by debates about visitors’ experience, inclusion,
learning and access (Barrett, 2011, p. 4). As Cook (2008) writes ‘a steady stream of critical
literature has reexamined the role of the museum and the practice of exhibition production’ (p.
29). This movement theoretically and empirically promoted new inclusive policies and
strategies to engage more audiences with museum culture and collections. Museums
reflected on their history (Barrett, 2011) and redefined their role from storehouses of objects

and gatekeepers to sites of learning, engagement and enjoyment (Cook, 2008, p. 29).

Over the years, Museum Studies literature has focused on how museums promote learning
(Falk & Dierking, 2000; Hooper-Greenhill, 1999). Many museum academics and practitioners
have supported the power of active learning and participation and critiqued passive museum
experiences (Falk & Dierking, 2000; Hooper-Greenhill, 1999). Consequently, visitors’
participation and engagement were gradually acknowledged as necessary. Learning was
conceptualized as an active process in which learners acquire knowledge and change their
perspective, through conversation and communication. As Hooper-Greenhill (1999) describes
in her book ‘The Educational Role of the Museum’, museums transformed their mission to
create new paths of connections between visitors and museum collections. Hein (1998), from
a constructivist point of view, studied the connections between the museum experience and
learning and defined museums as ‘extraordinary places’. He argued that the public visits
museums to gain a great range of learning experiences through ‘incredible and meaningful

activities’.

Towards the end of the 20" century, discussions about the creation of a more ‘Dialogic’

(Bennet, 1995) museum and a new museum theory for the new post-modern museum
38



(Hooper-Greenhill, 1992) emerged. These new museum theories promoted the idea of giving
the power of decision-making to those whose history and culture was previously
misrepresented by the ‘monologic voice of museums’ (Adair et al, 2011). Contemporary
museums aim to evaluate their social role and promote participation, collaboration and shared
decision-making between museums and visitors (Adair et al, 2011). They examined how and
why they are relevant to those who are visiting them and how they represent the local

communities’ identity, culture, and values.

At the beginning of the 215 century, museums in the UK acquired new governmental funds
for free admission which enabled major British national museums to reinstate the free entry
(British Museum Association, 2018). During the same period, the government promoted a new
cultural policy which with its central message ‘Creative Britain’ brought more funding to the
heritage and art sector (2018). As a result, the annual numbers of visitors were drastically
increased and ambitious refurbishments took place in major British museums (Hewison, 2014).
As Hewison (2014) notes ‘the National Lottery had been turned into an engine of urban
regeneration’ (p. 69). Through cultural production, this new governmental funding aimed to
generate employment and solve major social problems including education, crime, and
community hardship (Hewison, 2014). In this way ‘cultural policy became part of economic

policy. Culture was an industry and its products a commodity’ (p. 7).

With the introduction of participatory strategies, debates over the museum-visitor relation were
resurfaced focusing on how the power and status are distributed within this relation (Dean,
2017; Finlay & Gough, 2013). As McLean (2003) and Simon (2015) pointed out that museum
professionals are concerned with how to involve museum visitors in participatory projects
without undermining the museum’s authority, role and purpose to deliver ‘carefully controlled’
and refined exhibitions and authentic curatorial products by experts (McLean, 2013, p. 4).

Further research (Golding, 2009) has also examined the museum participatory initiatives to
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investigate visitors’ agency. This research has pointed out the differences between ‘tokenistic
participation, consultation, and information gathering’ and ‘respectful collaboration and

sharing of expertise’ between museums and visitors.

Discussing how museums have been transformed and challenged over the years shows that
museums have always struggled with balancing and sharing their authority and power. The
following key issues have been central to the museological debates. They characterise the
historical, social and political context within which museums employ more open, participatory

and playful strategies.

a. The power relations and dynamics between museums and visitors.

b. The conflict between the disciplinary/didactic role and Enlightenment rationality of
museums versus visitors’ agency within the museum site.

c. The problem of representation which raises important questions of what and why is

represented within museums and who has the right to represent the past.

| argue that it is within this historical, social and political context that museums have employed
games, play and design in their activities. Over the past twenty years or so, influenced by
these debated and key issues, museums including key cultural institutions in the UK such as
the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A, 2015-2018), the Museum of London (2012-2018) and
the British Museum (2018-2019) have included digital games in their programs and collections
to reinvent their strategies, redefine their social role, and attract a more diverse and younger
audience (Ferreira-Alexander, 2011, p. 57). Similarly, smaller cultural institutions were
founded, like the National Video Game Museum. Nevertheless, this phenomenon is not UK-
limited, games have been used widely by museum practitioners around the world. Examples
of such activities have been recorded in other countries including Australia (Hughes, 2011),
New Zealand (Lambert, 2011) and the USA (Scaller & Flagg, 2013. Museum Learning

Departments inspired by the increased interest in games in different institutions such as the
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military and schools started considering games as a medium to accomplish the learning and
engagement goals that they set (Kelly & Bowan, 2014; Birchall & Henson, 2011) for the ‘hard

to reach demographics such as 16-24 years old’ (Bacon, 2013b).

However, there is not enough evidence that critically discusses how and why games, play and
design have been used in museums. Most of the documentation comes from empirical
practices and practice-led research which are mainly descriptive and celebratory in nature
(Beale, 2011). The available limited research that is informed by the Game Studies field, focus
on how visitors play games (Flynn, 2005; Flynn, 2007; Giddings, 2015). These texts explore
games as dynamic and playful objects that have the capacity to model and transform the
museum/heritage experience. However, visitors’ involvement in playing a game about the
museum/heritage experience is not the same as inviting visitors to design these dynamic and
ludic experiences for and about the museum or heritage site. Employing a Participatory
Design (PD) and a Visitor Generated Content approach to games, play and design can reveal
important insights about the museum-visitor relation, the role and agency of visitors to

construct and develop their personal meanings and representations through design.

To demonstrate how and why museums have used and continue to use games, play and
design, in the next section of this part, | will review four different categories of museum game
practices. This review will allow me to identify the short-comings of these practices. These
game practices are: 1. the collection and exhibition of video games, 2. using games

online, 3. using games onsite and 4. the game-making and game-design related projects.

2.1.2 Museums’ Use of Digital Games, Play and Design

Having explored the historical, cultural and political background and the context within which

museums have employed and continue to employ games, in this section, | will review some
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of the most prominent museum programmes and activities related to digital games’. These

practices were implemented in major cultural institutions in the UK such as the Museum of
London (2012-2018), the British Museum (2018-2019) and the Victoria and Albert Museum

(V&A, 2015-2018), and smaller institution such the Brighton museums (2013).

My aim is to demonstrate how and why museums have included games in their practices. This
will reveal how museum academics and professionals perceive what games are and how they
can be used culturally in the museum context. Also, | will outline what this phenomenon means
in terms of museum culture, visitors’ meaning-making, agency and participation, and

representation of elite and popular culture in the museum site.

My review of practice suggests that games have been used in museums in four different ways:

a. The collection and exhibition of video games
b. Using games online
c. Using games onsite

d. The game-making and game-design related projects

The review of these museum game practices will reveal that in the museum sector, games
are perceived as a playful and interactive way to attract and engage new audiences with
museum culture. In addition to this, as an important part of contemporary popular culture,
games allow museums to introduce more inclusive strategies and represent an alternative
part of their communities’ everyday lives and culture. As | will present in the following sections
of this chapter, museums have used the collection and exhibition of video games to include

and represent alternative aspects of their communities’ culture. They have used games online

7 Most of the examples that will be discussed in the following pages are either museum-based
practices or practice-led research inquiries employed by academics and museum professionals.
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and onsite (serious games and gamification) in an attempt to refresh the encounter with the
museum collections. This means that games have been used as tools for learning and assets
for marketing and engagement (Beale, 2011). And lastly, museum research and practice have
used game-making and game-design related projects as a way to crowdsource curatorial
activities (Ridge, 2011), and engage younger audiences with museum collections (Bacon,

2013h).

Exploring these four categories is particularly important as it allows me to contextualize and
locate this doctoral thesis within the current museum practice. By reviewing these examples,
| trace and build the background of this thesis. | explain the academic and empirical
circumstances under which this research was conceptualised, proposed and authored. In
addition to this, this thesis explores games-making as a cultural and social practice, therefore,
it is difficult to isolate the social and cultural context in which this thesis’ arguments are

developed.

However, as mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, it is important to underline that the
conceptual, theoretical and methodological aims of this study focus on game-making with
visitors and particularly with families, as such, the research interest and the contribution of

this thesis are positioned within the fourth category, games design projects with visitors.

a. The collection and exhibition of video games

Recently, museums have developed new curatorial and collecting strategies including the
collection and exhibition of video games. The purpose of discussing these new curatorial and
collecting policies is to demonstrate the institutional shift that museums are currently
experiencing including more democratic and social approaches. This institutional shift
promotes the inclusion of popular culture and the representation of issues that are relevant to
diverse cultures and identities.
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Despite the debate about the value of games as artworks, gradually video games have been
recognized as an important part of contemporary and popular culture (Smuts, 2005; Tucker,
2012; Antonelli, 2013; Adams, 2014). This is reflected by the increasing humber of exhibitions
and collecting policies of video games in museums in the UK (Barbican Centre, 2002; Museum
of London, 2016; Victoria & Albert, 2018) and the USA (Museum of Modern Art, 2017;

Smithsonian American Art Museum, 2012).

The first example of the new collecting policies is the Museum of London’s video games
collection and exhibition. The Museum of London narrates the stories of London from the
Roman to the modern age. Its mission is based on five strategic aims®. The third objective
‘Stretch thinking’ connects with the museum’s collecting and exhibiting strategies (Museum of
London strategic plan, 2013-2018, p. 1-9). Following this objective, the digital curation
department decided to collect video games which portray the city of London. Aravani (2019),
the digital curator of the museum, explains that this new ‘experimental’ collecting policy is an
exploration and articulation of how video games as media have documented and keep
documenting historically the city of London. According to the museum curator, collecting video
games is a ‘new and experimental collecting policy’ (2019). This might suggest that collecting
and exhibiting video games allows the museum to become more experimental and promote
different classifications, cultures and histories. This shows that the museum attempts to
introduce a new policy which can be seen as opposed to the traditional collecting policies of
museums. This echoes how museums perceive their authority and role and at the same time

their obligation and authority to collect and represent the past.

8 The five strategic aims of the Museum of London are: 1. ‘Reach more people’, 2. ‘Become better
known’, 3. ‘Stretch thinking’, 4. ‘Engage each schoolchild’, and 5. ‘Stand on our own two feet’
(Museum of London Strategic plan, 2013-2018:1-9).
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Similarly, other museums have reinvented their policies of collecting and preserving the past
by including video games in their permanent collections and exhibitions. In 2014, the Victoria
and Albert Museum (V&A) established a new collecting policy which was called ‘Rapid
Response Collecting’®. The name of this new collecting policy includes the term ‘rapid
response’ which indicates the museum’s role and mission to stay relevant and up to date with
the political, social, cultural and economic changes of the contemporary society. Based on
this new approach of collecting, the museum started collecting artefacts which marked
significant moments in the history of design and manufacturing (V&A website, 2014). For
instance, the museum now collects game apps as a response to their popularity. An example
of these game apps is the Flappy Bird app. The case of the Flappy Bird shows how a
historically traditional and elite museum such as the V&A museum has transformed its

collecting policies to include and represent major popular culture phenomena in its collections.

In addition to this new collecting policy, in 2018, the V&A museum opened its first large-scale
exhibition on games, design and play which was called ‘Video games: Design/Play/Disrupt’.
This exhibition introduced the museum visitors to video games design, different play cultures,
online communities and fan-made content raising important questions about the most
common misconceptions and stereotypes of video games. These digital games exhibitions
reflect the new policy-making and curatorial development trends in museums towards more
inclusive and diverse representations. These trends also echo how large and traditional
institutions in the UK like the V&A take radical steps towards reinventing their role and
authority. These new collections and exhibitions show museums’ interest in including ‘a

plurality of lived experiences, histories, and identities’ (Sandell & Nightingale, 2013, p. 1-2).

9 Available at https://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/rapid-response-collecting
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However, there is one major problem with discussing this interest in the collection and
exhibition of video games. There is a lack of research on the introduction of such
collections/exhibitions. Therefore, very little is known about both the intentions of such
exhibitions and visitors’ experiences of them. The lack of evidence brings into question
whether these exhibitions empower visitors’ participation, agency and role or instead re-
establish and confirm the authority and power of museums to make curatorial decisions of
what is valuable or not within the museum space. It is impossible to understand whether these

practices attempt to democratise the museum as a cultural institution or act as marketing baits.

b. Using games online

One of the most widely used categories of museum games is online games or game apps.
For many years, museums in the UK have been using online games and apps to engage
online users with their museum collections. In most cases, these online games have been
created for informal and formal use inside and outside the classroom and home (Kidd, 2014,

p. 108).

As Kidd (2015) notes, the popularity of museum online games relates to the increased interest
towards gamification in museums and the demand for new ways of interacting and
encountering the museum virtually (p. 415). Many museum academics and practitioners (Kidd,
2014; Birchall & Henson, 2011; Prudames, 2011) have examined the use of online games in
museum websites including the digital heritage scholar Jenny Kidd (2014) who argues that
these games have been employed to provide remote access to museum collections and
‘engage and maintain communities of interest’ (p. 106). According to Wellcome Collection’s
Birchall and Henson (2011), online games allow museums to reach out to new audiences and
promote further museum engagement. As Kidd (2014) points out introducing games creates

an alternative way to redefine museum pedagogy as less traditional and didactic (p. 107). It

46



promotes entertainment, education, and the motivation to visit the museum collections in the

future (Kidd, 2014, p. 106).

The Science Museum has a long tradition with online games. Currently, on its website, under
the category ‘Learning’ there is a separate section dedicated to online games and apps™.
Total Darkness is the most recent online game which was launched in July 2018. It is a point-
and-click adventure game designed for 7-13 years old children. According to the website and
the museum’s director of Learning, Susan Raikes (2018), the game is ‘a digital storytelling
experience’ which aims to engage young people with science beyond the classroom. In this
example, the museum uses games as a teaching tool. However, as Raikes (2018) suggests,
science in the context of games and storytelling is perceived as something separate and
opposed to formal and traditional learning. Storytelling has been employed in museums to
engage young people (Bedford, 2001). Here it is used through games to engage visitors with

science.

In 2016, the Museum of London as part of its exhibition entitled ‘Fire, Fire: the great fire of
London’ invited Adam Clarke, a digital producer, a game designer, Dragnoz, and the ‘map-
builders’, Blockworks to design three London maps in Minecraft: one before, one during and
one after the great fire of 1666. This is another example of using games as learning and
engagement tools in the museum context. As stated on the museum’s website, the ‘Great Fire

1666’ maps are:

Inspired by the Museum of London’s rich collections, allow Minecraft players to explore

the City of London and experience the story of the fire like never before...Each map will

10 https://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/learning, last access on the 2/12/18
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include challenges that help players delve deeper into the story and experience what it

was like to be part of the Great Fire.

According to the museum’s digital learning coordinator, Joshua Blair (2016), the museum uses
Minecraft for its functionality and adaptability to narrate the story of the fire. He writes that
Minecraft can ‘create a fun learning experience that can engage every young person in this
fascinating story’. The key problem with this statement is that the power and effectiveness of
games as learning tools is presumed without explaining the reasons and processes behind
them. Blair (2016) connects the success of games as learning tools with the pleasure that
often is perceived that comes with playing games. He does not explain why and how playing

Minecraft allow young people to encounter and experience the history of the Great Fire.

The Museum of London is not the first museum in the UK that has used Minecraft. Previously, in
2014, the Tate Britain used Minecraft to re-create several maps where players were able to
discover remotely different artworks and learn more about the stories and the worlds that inspired
their creation. Both examples are similar since both using Minecraft to engage and educate their
visitors about their collection’s history, themes and origins. They use Minecraft as an alternative
way to engage and teach those who are or possibly who are not visiting the museum. Minecraft,
in these examples, is, according to the museum curators (Museum of London, 2016), a ‘creative
and fun’ way to engage and provide remote access in the past of London. In this example, playing
Minecraft is perceived as an effortless activity that allows younger audiences to learn about the
past. The argument in favour of Minecraft as a teaching tool is based on the pleasure that often

comes with playing video games.

Since 2008, the Tate has also a dedicated section on its website for online games. In the ‘Tate

Kids’ website!!, there is a ‘Games and Quizzes’ section with several flash desktop activities

11 Available at https://www.tate.org.uk/Kids
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which are either categorized under the ‘games’ or ‘quizzes’ category. According to its website,
the museum invites its online visitors to ‘play and have fun with art’. Here is another example
of games employment that presumes the effortless and ‘fun’ nature of games. So far, it is
evident that the notion of ‘fun’ is used repeatedly in the museum games discourse in an

attempt to promote learning and pleasure.

The most recent example was a series of four desktop mini-games called Wondermind (2012).
They were inspired by the Tate collections and the world of Alice in Wonderland. According
to its website, Wondermind was designed to ‘introduce different areas of scientific focus in a
friendly and engaging way’. To evaluate the success of the Wondermind project, the museum
commissioned an external agency, EdComs (2012). The agency conducted observations and
interviews with teachers and families to examine among others the effectiveness of the mini-
games to introduce topics related to neuroscience. The evaluation was also focused on
whether playing these games improved the players’ knowledge of neuroscience. Overall,
according to the agency, the study had positive results. The games were evaluated as
valuable resources for teaching and learning themes related to the topic and there was a
consensus among the participants that the games were more effective than other traditional

methods of teaching and learning.

Looking at the analysis and findings of this study (EdComs, 2012), it seems that the museum’s
objective to employ games was to introduce a less traditional method of teaching and learning
of scientific subjects. This indicates that through games, the museum attempts to assume a
less traditional teaching role. Nonetheless, the museum employs games without moving away
from its traditional pedagogical obligations. Exploring the families and teachers responds to
the games, it unfolds something rather interesting about the way museum audiences also

perceive and understand the role of museums and what they expect from a museum
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experience. Most of the families perceive the museum as the authority that has the

responsibility to involve visitors in serious learning activities (EdComs, 2012).

Another common genre of digital games in museums is the downloadable mobile game apps.
Most of these are commissioned by museums and built by game designers. From 2010- 2015,
many museums in the UK developed game apps for their visitors to offer different players the
opportunity to interact with and learn from the museum collections both inside and outside the
museum space. In 2013, the V&A museum published its first game designer residency role
and recruited Sophia George as its first resident game designer artist. The game designer
developed a game app called the Strawberry Thief which was based on Williams Morris’s

artwork (George, 2013).

British Museum’s Time Explorer (Prudames, 2011) is yet another example of an online
museum game developed by a museum team to introduce and immerse young children to
museum collections, cultures and representations. Prudames (2011) sees the online space of
the game as a safe informal space where young children can engage with and learn about
history. He claims that including online gaming in its activities, the British museum promotes
a ‘serious scholarship with a softer approach’ and even though the games produced in a
museum context are unable to compete with other commercial games, the online museum
games offer ‘the advantage of authority and safety’ of museum content (p. 257). Prudames
(2011) supports his argument further by suggesting that even though online museum-based
gaming is a ‘fun’ activity, it ensures adults that young children will not engage with

‘inappropriate content’ online but will have the opportunity to learn ‘without noticing’ (p.257).

Prudames’ view of games (2011) illustrates how certain museum practitioners perceive the
role of museums as learning authorities and visitors’ role and agency as learning subjects. It
suggests that the museums’ traditional role as knowledge authorities is camouflaged under

‘fun’, effortless experiences where learning happens without realising. At the same time, it
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points out how museum practitioners perceive and present games as utopian spaces where
serious learning can be camouflaged with less serious, ‘softer approach’ (Prudames, 2011, p.
257). The term ‘fun’ has become part of the everyday museum games’ discourse. | argue that
the use of such vocabulary oversimplifies and fails to recognise the complexity of games and
the experiences and processes that relate to playing and designing games. It also conceals
how visitors’ agency is manifested through playing the game. In the following part, this idea
of video games as utopian spaces will be further analysed and connected with the problem of
museum serious games and gamification. | will present how this treatment of games and play
instead of empowering visitors’ agency, engagement, and participation in the museum context,

they sabotage them.

Summary

Thus far, the museum practices that have been presented provide evidence that museum
practitioners have used online games for educational purposes. Museums have developed
online games to promote learning as ‘fun and, effortless activity’. For this reason, museum
online games have discussed and criticized in connection to the debate about gamification
and serious games (Kidd, 2015). This approach to games and play has widely critigued and
has also sparked debate in the Games Studies field. Games Studies research (Bogost, 2015)
has questioned the usefulness of serious games and gamification and treatment of games as
learning tools. The debate of gamification will be analysed later in a separate part where the

problem and controversy around museum games practices are explored in detail.

c. Using games onsite

Another type of digital games developed by and for museums are digital games played onsite

such as simulations, alternate reality games (ARGSs), and museum arcade-like games. These
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games are inspired by the topics and themes of museums’ collections and are built for further

gallery engagement and learning purposes.

In the ‘Great Hall' of the National Railway Museum in York, up until recently, visitors could
experience the Mallard’s record-breaking run in a simulation. Academic literature on the use
of simulations in museum argues that while these games offer the opportunity of experiencing
and exploring the past and history, there are noticeable implications of this medium on the
visitors” museum learning experience (Giddings, 2015). Giddings claims that focusing on the
virtual aspect of the game simulations, visitors might distance themselves from the real objects,

galleries and collections which contradicts the museum objectives.

The Engineer your Future gallery? at the Science Museum in London offers a series of
arcade-like games inspired by the museum’s themes and collections. In the gallery, two
different games are available, the Rugged Rovers which according to the website allows
visitors ‘design a space rover that will travel the furthest across a challenging alien landscape
full of jumps, boulders and slopes’. The visitors are also invited to play and compete with other
players to complete the game. The second game is called Test your brain which according to
the website the players ‘build and test systems inspired by some seriously complex
engineering, from electrical grids to rail networks and baggage handling systems’. The
museum presents these games as part of the permanent displays to promote student
orientation through play. Through these games, the museum undertakes an informal social

and teaching role. Games are used for educational and teaching purposes.

Alternate Reality Games (ARGSs) are another popular genre of museum games. Ghost of a
Chance, the first-ever museum-based ARG was played at the Smithsonian American Art

Museum for five months (Bath-Goodlander, 2009). The museum’s aims were to extend the

12 Both games are available at https://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/see-and-do/engineer-your-future
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audiences, promote the museum, and ‘encourage discovery around collections in a new, very
interactive way’ (Bath-Goodlander, 2009). In ARGs, the boundaries of a game are extended
(Moseley, 2011) and blurred with and within the players’ physical world using different digital
media technologies which allow the players’ physical space (i.e. museum spaces), becoming
a game board (ARGology, 2011). ARGs, as location-based games and mobile games,
transform the public space to a ‘playful’ space by using both the public space and a digital
platform as a medium of communication with the game and other players (Bunting, 2014;
Stendahl-Rokne, 2011; De Souza e Silva & Hijorth, 2009). The players work together or
individually to gather different clues, solve different puzzles and complete different challenges

using both the space of a physical location and different digital media resources.

Studies in museum settings (Palmer & Petroski, 2016; Ciolfi and Bannon, 2007) connect the
use of ARG with the main learning theories that museum learning promotes (i.e. active
learning, collaborative learning and experiential learning). These studies argue that ARGs
allow museum visitors to focus on the real physical world of museums and learn more about
their collections. Moseley (2011) in his paper ‘Immersive Games: An Alternate Reality for
Museums’ notes that there is a clear reason why it is essential to transfer the experience of
using ARG in schools to museum spaces. The reason originates from the playful and
interactive elements of the ARG. These games offer visitors the opportunity to transform their
visit to a playful experience, rather than a static and boring browse through the museum
(Moseley, 2011, p. 234). He claims that even though there are limited ARG examples in

museum environments, these examples are effective enough.

Furthermore, according to Frées and Walker (2011), the mobile element of this genre can be
a useful medium for creating enhanced learning activities inside museums. They explain that
the mobile location-based digital games inside museum spaces provide the opportunity for
visitors to enjoy a private experience in a public space (2011).
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Another category is mobile games. The American Museum of Natural History (2016) which
released the mobile game, MicroRangers™, in which the players use scannable collector’s
coin and the app of the game to discover the museum and its collections. The aim of this
game was to use the museum space as the game board and allow visitors to engage with the
museum collections by playing an interactive game. Ciolfi and Bannon (2007) highlight the
benefits of using game-based hybrid experiences by integrating digital artefacts in the physical
world of the museum to uncover the museum collections and provide engaging opportunities
to the public (p. 62-65). They argue that in this way museums can offer new experiences,

which promote active and social participation and agency.

Another example of mobile games is the British Museum’s A gift for Athena for KS2 students.
In this 1-hour session, students use handheld devices and explore the Parthenon Gallery. ‘A
gift for Athena’ is an augmented reality game. According to the British Museum, the activity
helps ‘students learn about the importance of Athena and how the Parthenon communicated

and celebrated Athens’ greatness in the 5™ century BC.*, (British Museum, 2018).

Digital Treasure hunts are another widely used genre of games in the museum space. Most
of the major museums in the UK and around the world have used digital treasure hunts to
engage young people, adults and families with their collections. Since 2016, the Samsung
Digital Discovery Centre (SDDC) as part of the British Museum hosts the Samsung Great
Court Games. According to the press release (British Museum, 2016), ‘these fun and
interactive workshops will allow visitors to explore the British Museum’s permanent collections

using digital games. Families will embark on a shared learning experience as they get up

13 Available at https://www.amnh.org/learn-teach/children-and-families

14 https://www.britishmuseum.org/learning/schools _and teachers/sessions/a_qift for athena.aspx,

last access on 2/12/18.
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close to incredible objects and learn about cultures from around the world’. During the game,
the game master sends out instructions and challenges that take the families around the
museum galleries. To play the game, the families use handheld devices to record audio,
photograph the museum objects to complete the challenges. According to Susan Raikes, the
former head of Learning and National Partnerships of the British Museum, these digital tools
were positively welcome from both families and school students. Therefore, the museum sees
them ‘as indispensable in opening up and encouraging active engagement with our vast and

varied collection’ (British Museum website, 2018).

In addition to the Great Court Games, the SDDC offers another opportunity for gaming for
school groups and families. Build Roman Britain in Minecraft is a Minecraft workshop where
young people and families explore the Roman conquest of Britain and look at the early efforts
of Romans to conquer the British Isles and in more depth at Hadrian’s wall. The families are
invited to take part in a building challenge. They are asked to build different fortifications
inspired by the ones along Hadrian’s Wall. The aim of this workshop is to promote a greater
understanding of Roman history particularly the conquest of Britain and a chance for the
families to respond creatively to the artefacts from this period. This workshop is one of the
most popular and busy workshops at the SDDC. But what makes these workshops so popular
in the museum space? Perhaps, their popularity reflects the way visitors and particularly
families perceive the authority and role of museums. As yet, there is no research evidence
about the interest and motive of families participating in Minecraft sessions in the British
Museum, or how they perceive the role of the museum, or how their designs reflect or

transform and add to the museum culture and context.

Summary

So far, by reviewing the above examples of museum on-site games, ARGs and digital treasure

hunts, | have described how and why online and on-site games have been used in museums.
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Museums offer games activities for two reasons: 1. For learning purposes and 2. to attract
and maintain new and more diverse audiences. As the review has suggested, the field of
museums sees games as an opportunity to promote enhanced learning activities (Frées &

Walker, 2011) through ‘fun and interactive workshops’ (British Museum, 2016).

There two major problems with these practices. First, there has been an emphasis on
instrumentalist and pedagogical approaches. Games have been used as learning tools
(Susan Raikes, British Museum website, 2018) and as a playful cover to the so-called
traditional and static museum experience (Moseley, 2011). The museum field often presumes
the power and effectiveness of games as learning tools without explaining the reasons and
processes behind them. By using a vocabulary that emphasises the pleasure that comes from
playing games, the museum field attempts to promote visitors’ social participation and agency.
However, this approach to games oversimplifies and conceals the complexity of games and
the processes that they involve. Second, games are employed to maintain and motivate
different audiences to visit the museum collections in the future (Kidd, 2014). This suggests

that games are used as marketing baits to attract visitors and enhance their interest.

d. The game-making and game-design related projects

Over the years, larger and smaller museums (British Museum, 2017; National Museum of
Scotland, 2016; V&A Museum, 2015; Science Museum, 2018,) in the UK have implemented
several game-making and coding workshops with school groups, young people and families.
Some of these game-making workshops were implemented as co-production projects, while

others were organised as game jams and hackathons.

In some of these examples, the game-making process was inspired by museum collections
and objects and in some others, the game-making process was focused on a subject rather
on the museum collections. For the purposes of this study, the different examples of game-
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making workshops in museums will be split into two categories: ‘games jams and game design
workshops’, and ‘co-production and collaboration through game-making’. From the
conceptual and theoretical perspective of this doctoral thesis, these two categories have a
fundamental difference. The workshops that belong to the first category attempt to engage
visitors with the museum collections using digital tools. Therefore, these examples have
pedagogical aims and objectives. While the workshops of the second category promote game-

based learning, they also promote collaboration and co-production.

Investigating these two categories of game-making projects in the museum space allows a
deeper understanding of how and why museum practitioners have used and they continue
using game design in the museum space. As yet, game-making in the museum space is not
well documented since there is not enough research that examines and unpacks the way
museum visitors design digital games in the museum setting. Exploring these processes
academically would be useful. Examining the making process might unfold the complexity of
games design and reveal what happens when different audiences are involved in co-
production and co-curatorial projects. This thesis addresses this literature gap by focusing on
games design with visitors and investigating the act of making and its connection

representation, meaning-making and agency.

Game jams and game design workshops

In 2017, during weekends, the Samsung Digital Discovery Centre at the British Museum
implemented a series of game design workshops for young people (13-15 years old), the
‘Teen game design workshops’. During these 2-hour workshops, young people were invited
to design games inspired by the museum collections and objects including African and Mayan
artefacts. The aim of the workshop was to engage young people with the museum collections

and to allow them creatively react to them by using digital technology. During the workshops,
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the participants drew characters inspired by the museum objects and programmed mobile

games using a mobile app on tablets. The games were available for others to play.

As vyet, there is no further documentation of the workshops and therefore, no research
evidence which analyses the implementation of these workshops and the process of making
games and how the young people assumed the role of maker. It would be useful if these
projects were documented using research methods and tools to analyse how young people’s
games interrogate, reflect and transform the museum culture. The only source of information
for these workshops is the centre’s website. According to the British Museum’s website, the
workshops were advertised as digital workshops for young people interested in learning
programming skills through games. Similarly to previous examples, the aim of these
workshops focused on what young people learn from making games. This approach to games
design is too instrumentalist. It would be more useful to investigate how the design of games
can contribute and open new dialogues between museums and young people. This
investigation might generate valuable insights on how games design allow young people to
challenge the role and agency as visitors and how young people explore representation,

curation and meaning-making through games design.

In 2015, the V&A Museum in collaboration with a game designer built a mobile game® and
ran a series of game-making workshops with school groups inspired by the museum
collections. Following the design of the museum game ‘Strawberry Thief, the museum
organized several game design workshops and play sessions inside the museum with a group
of year seven school students (Flowers, 2014). The game-making workshops included:
playing video games, exploring the museum galleries through the lens of game-making and

the coding phase of the game design process. Based on the information found on the

15 Stawberry thief was created in 2015 by Sophia George for V&A museum and collections.
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museum’s blog (Flowers, 2014), the students in small groups of six or seven prototyped

games inspired by the museum collections.

Once again, the game-making process is not well documented to demonstrate fully how the
game-making process was implemented or connected with the museum collections and which
were its aims, conditions, findings and implications. The documentation is mainly descriptive
without detailing the aims, conditions and perspectives of the designers. Game-making is a
widely used museum practice, yet its implications and findings are rarely researchers and

documented.

Other than that, as explained earlier, the V&A museum has also organised several coding
sessions inviting visitors to code video games. However, these activities are not directly
connected with museum collections and objects. Similar game design/coding workshops have
taken place also in other museums such as the Science Museum and the National Video

Game Museum.

Co-production and collaboration through game-making

In 2016, the National Museum of Scotland collaborated with school students and the Dundee
Games Collective to design a digital game. Dolly and the Atom*® was inspired by the Art and
Design and Science and Technology collections of the museum. The students prototyped
seve