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Introduction
The fundam

ental question is – are em
oji an effec-

tive w
ay to com

m
unicate? M

oreover do they help 
or hurt the conveyance of narrative. C

an telling a 
story through em

oji im
prove its universal under-

standing or deteriorate the clarity of such w
ork? 

D
raw

ing from
 other projects that aim

ed to con-
vert classic literature into em

oji, The U
nbearable 

Lightness of M
eaning flirts w

ith such translations 
by m

aking a playable experience offered as a kind 
of choose your ow

n adventure. The narrative is 
based on Kundera's novel, The U

nbearable Light-

ness of Being (1984). The playable experience 
aim

s to translate the w
ork both in general plot and 

them
e. 

The history of digital gam
es has often included 

an effort to create m
ore m

eaningful play. This 
perspective is in part inspired by the fundam

ental 
understanding of play’s value. That play serves 
as both practice and as a m

eans of exploration 
(G

race, 2019). D
igital play in this fram

e is no dif-
ferent. Som

e perceive play m
ediated through the 

digital as an opportunity to am
plify such value.  

The U
nbearable Lightness of M

eaning gam
e is 

designed around a set of core observations about 
the current state of storytelling in the digital space. 
It draw

s from
 a few

 patterns in m
odern com

m
uni-

cation culture that at their intersection reveal an 
opportunity for critical reflection.  These are picto-
graphic com

m
unication, em

phasis on brevity, and 
the propensities of digital com

m
unication.  

The continued grow
th of pictographic com

m
unica-

tion in the digital dom
ain could be attributed to a 

variety of sources and can be used to distinct ben-
efit. Bresnaha outlines a W

orld W
ar 2 linked picto-

graphic history w
ho’s rise w

as related to a desire 
for a universal language across cultures (2015). 
O

thers see opportunity in pictographs for m
ulti-

culturalism
 in the future, as augm

ented reality re-
quires m

ore universal com
m

unication (N
aw

ar and 
G

abr, 2013). O
thers m

ight em
phasize the ubiqui-

ty of im
age capture technology, w

ith m
ore people 

having direct access to sm
artphone cam

eras than 
toilets in the w

orld (W
ang, 2013). The evident truth 

is that m
uch of the story, w

hether the fictions social 
m

edia prom
otes through Instagram

 or the stream
-

ing content of services like N
etflix, are com

m
uni-

cated through im
age.  

Im
age provides som

e really unique opportunities 
in an increasing global w

orld. W
hile the overused 

adage, a picture is w
orth a thousand w

ords m
ay 

read as trite, the reality is that w
hen com

m
unicat-

ing across languages, a picture is an extraordinari-
ly effective m

eans of articulating a story. 

The effi
ciency of im

age for com
m

unicating is in part 
supported by the ubiquity of the Internet.  An Inter-
net that is increasingly becom

ing an im
age rich en-

vironm
ent, from

 its m
ore hum

ble text origins. W
hile 

the lingua franca of the w
eb is H

TM
L, an English 

derived m
arkup language, the universally under-

stood im
age standards of JPG

 or G
IF are binary 

(but not so for the scalable vector graphics). O
ne 

could argue that if som
eone w

ants som
ething to 

be better understood across a variety of language 
speakers, im

ages are a safer bet than text.

But this dichotom
y is one of convenience, not 

necessarily truth. The shortcom
ings of im

age are 
evident. Im

ages, w
hether m

oving or still, require 
fluency in both visual com

m
unication by the im

age 
m

aker and the perceiver. This is w
hy, as hum

anity 
evolves to interpret im

ages, it develops new
 visual 

language. The fam
ed exam

ples of audiences be-
com

ing discom
forted by a locom

otive rushing to-
w

ard the cam
era in early m

ovie houses hints at 
how

 society adapts to the evolving language of im
-

age. It also rem
inds us how

 m
uch of the w

ay the 
im

age producer com
m

unicates is subject to inter-
pretation. The entire w

orld of visual illusion is about 
the effects produced in hum

an perception around 
the elem

ents of an im
age. Such tricks eventually 

find their w
ay into the everyday visual language of 

even the new
est of visual com

m
unicators, as they 

use perspective to fram
e the Eiffel Tow

er betw
een 

their fingers or drop a finger on the Louvre.  These 
are all part of the ever-evolving language of im

age. 

Im
age also m

eets a contem
porary need to com

-
m

unicate quickly. As the Internet has created a 
m

edia rich environm
ent w

ith far m
ore content than 

view
ers have tim

e, the interest in brevity becom
es 

even m
ore im

portant. If em
ail truncated the w

ritten 
letter and rem

oved it’s form
ality, Tw

itter further re-
duced it to a com

m
uniqué w

ith m
ore in com

m
on 

w
ith a telegraph than the prose that w

ord pro-
cessors had m

ade so m
uch easier to create (in 

com
parison to a typew

riter). In all these exam
ples 

there is a clear link to the technology. The tele-
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91 Visual literacy is linked to fundam
ental hum

an needs, like know
ing 

how
 to tell a threat in the real w

orld from
 a non-threat.

graph shortened m
essages and offered a specific 

protocol (i.e. telegram
 style or cabalese). Later the 

telephone required new
 changes to hum

an com
-

m
unication, turning the dynam

ic of hum
an conver-

sation to a single duplex interaction until full duplex 
phones allow

ed tw
o or m

ore people to speak at 
once.  Em

ail’s structure abstracted m
uch of the en-

velope’s content of w
ritten letters, reducing them

 
to w

hat seem
ed a m

ere to and from
 (although 

send m
ail transfer protocols, or SM

TP, include far 
m

ore inform
ation). Early Tw

itter users w
ere lim

it-
ed to 144 characters, but unlike a telegraph, the 
w

orld could be their audience. The form
at, tone, 

and kinds of stories told changed as a product of 

the technology’s affordances and lim
itations. The 

result is fram
ing of the w

ay w
e com

m
unicate that 

is affected by the technology. 

Into this m
elee of w

idely available m
essages 

com
es the low

 cost of delivering im
ages. This is an 

environm
ent w

here brevity is the responsibility of a 
technology com

m
unicator vying for the attention of 

an audience am
ong clam

oring ads, social m
edia, 

and m
ore. In this context, text m

ay be great, but the 
im

age is better, at least initially. First im
pressions 

of im
ages are quick and easily perceived across 

language barriers. A joke in an im
age is far m

ore 
easily translated than text language, despite the 

ubiquity of autom
ated translation. W

hether good 
or bad, the reality is that often to be heard in such 
an environm

ent, a story is aided by an im
age. The 

proof of this is in professional new
sfeeds that in-

clude stock im
agery sim

ply to attract readers to 
their text content. It’s in the dom

inance of im
age 

driven w
eb products like Instagram

, SnapC
hat, 

and TikTok.   

It is no surprise then that Internet culture and 
sm

artphone users adopt a pictographic language 
as part of their com

m
unication. C

om
m

unicating 
w

ith em
oji, shorthand representations of em

otions, 
objects or people, is com

m
onplace. O

riginally a 

product of Japanese culture, there is a w
ide array 

of em
oji users that run a w

ide dem
ographic. A pin-

nacle achievem
ent in the w

orld of em
oji translation 

is Em
oji D

ick (H
ollander, 2015) , a crow

dsourced 
translation of M

oby D
ick told solely through em

oji. 

Ludoliteracy

O
ne of the core them

es am
ong designs of m

ean-
ingful play is the notion of ludoliteracy. Visual lit-
eracy is linked to fundam

ental hum
an needs, like 

know
ing how

 to tell a threat in the real w
orld from

 
a non-threat (e.g. is that a lion or a ham

ster) or 

sim
ply being able to navigate the real w

orld (e.g. 
w

ayfinding). Ludoliteracy has sim
ilarly been linked 

to som
e elem

ents of hum
an psychological devel-

opm
ent, w

ith those w
ho do not play possessing 

substantial m
ental deficits that m

ay result in an-
tisocial behavior (Brow

n, 2009). The case for lu-
do-literacy is based on the notion that people un-
derstand the fundam

entals of play because play 
itself is fundam

ental to hum
an and anim

al behav-
ior. C

hildren learn through play and in designing 
m

eaningful play, there’s an opportunity to exploit 
that experience tow

ard further learning. This obvi-
ously is aim

ed not only at children but also adults 
w

ho practice play in the digital space. 

The early projects in m
eaningful play aim

ed at tell-
ing stories that w

ould inspire their players. They 
offered rough translations of ‘The H

obbit in Zork 
(Anderson and G

alley, 1985), or took H
P Lovecraft 

as m
otivation in Alone in the D

ark (Infogram
es, 

1992). These efforts w
ere kinds of translations of 

existing texts. Likew
ise others, m

ore com
m

only, 
w

rote their ow
n narratives, succeeding in m

ean-
ingful play w

ith gam
es like O

regon Trail (M
inne-

sota Educational C
om

puting C
onsortium

, 1971). 
Such narratives w

ere not w
ithout their ow

n prob-
lem

s w
hich Elizabeth LaPensee and others have 

highlighted in the past. The result is new
 stories 

supported by play like W
hen the R

ivers w
ere Trails 

(LaPensee & Em
m

ens, 2019). Such exam
ples 

aim
ed to tell distinct stories. 

The aim
 of this sm

all project w
as to explore how

 
ludoliteracy in the contem

porary can be com
bined 

w
ith the visual literacy of em

oji to tell a story. But 
the w

ork also aim
s to do m

ore than that. It also 
aim

s to show
 how

 quickly m
eaning is m

ade am
-

biguous in all of these translations. W
hile im

age 
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93 is often translated as an unam
biguous m

eans of 
com

m
unication, m

asters of illusion and m
asters of 

the w
riting craft recognize the strength of text and 

im
age (both im

agined and rendered). M
ore im

por-
tantly, the project aim

s to explore how
 a relatively 

im
poverished pictographic language like em

oji can 
be adapted tow

ard m
eaning. 

O
ther w

ork in this space has endeavored to show
 

som
e of the biases of m

eaningful play. M
y prior 

w
ork, A Very M

eaningful G
am

e (2014), for exam
-

ple, provides a tongue in cheek view
 of how

 m
uch 

of m
eaningful play is all about you – the player. In 

the gam
e, the player m

ust com
plete a set of phras-

es from
 a poem

 that is about the player. The play-
er character is a cartoon style set of legs w

ith the 
w

ord You. You, the player character, m
ust be con-

trolled in a series of fill in the blank styled platform
 

puzzles. In each level the player is tasked w
ith 

finding the right place to put you, and later nudging 
I as a secondary subject into its ow

n place. The 
result is a clunky storytelling experience that sits 
som

ew
here betw

een the tradition of educational 
gam

e design (determ
ining sentence structure) and 

a poetic creative experience.  

As another exam
ple, the artist also w

orked w
ith 

a group of students to produce a gam
e adaption 

of another significant literary w
ork. In the Tell Tale 

H
eart G

am
e (G

race, 2014), the narrative events 
of Edgar Allan Poe’s short story Tell Tale H

eart are 
adapted from

 read elem
ents to played elem

ents. 
The player em

ploys one of 6 of the gam
e’s verbs 

through accelerom
eter and touch based actions on 

a m
obile device. The culm

ination of these actions 
of an erratic and aw

kw
ard shaking and tapping 

em
bodied by the player and intended to leave the 

player in the sam
e fitted and torm

ented state as 
the protagonist in Poe’s story. In short, the gam

e 

aim
ed to tell the story through action instead of 

w
ords and to em

body the first-person narrative in 
the player. All of this w

ork is based on prior gam
e 

design theory proposed as the poetics of gam
e 

design (G
race, 2012). The identification of poetic 

potentials for com
puters, w

ell before natural lan-
guage processing had becom

e so m
ainstream

, 
w

as on artist’s m
inds in the 80’s (Pinsky, 1985), 

but has yet to have enough substantial w
ork com

-
pleted to dem

onstrate it’s propensities as a design 
fram

e, practice, and im
plem

entation. 

By producing The U
nbearable Lightness of M

ean-
ing the goal w

as sim
ply to give experiential evi-

dence to the ephem
eral qualities of telling a story 

through requiring both visual literacy and ludoliter-
acy. The story is told through em

oji, but the player 
m

ust translate those em
oji to understand the con-

tent of the gam
e.

The G
am

e

The U
nbearable Lightness of M

eaning is a play-
ful adaptation of M

ilan Kundera’s The U
nbearable 

Lightness of Being (1984). The gam
e plays w

ith 
the am

biguity of em
oji as a unit of m

eaning and op-
eration, touching on the conference them

es of un-
derstanding the im

pacts of online interaction and 
interpreting the basis for conveying em

otional un-
derstanding. The player traverses one of tw

o nar-
ratives, one about w

ar and the other about love. 
Each is designed as an adaptation of Kundera’s 
ow

n them
es. 

The am
biguity of m

eaning resulting from
 abstract-

ing the depth of Kundera’s w
ork to sim

ple, 140 
character (or less m

essages) in em
oji is designed 

to rem
ind players of the im

poverished w
ays that 

w
e can com

m
unicate via technology. The death of 

a lover is m
inim

ized to a knife, coffi
n, and skull. 

The poetry of the novel, w
hich is em

bedded in the 
gam

e as quotes through em
oji, is dim

inished into 
vagaries that have a certain lightness to them

. 
O

nce the player accepts this lightness, lack of ulti-
m

ate m
eaning as a them

atic elem
ent in the novel, 

the Lightness of M
eaning em

oji becom
es a m

ore 
natural experience. It is w

hen w
e try to determ

ine 
exactly w

hat they m
ean, that the tensions in effi

ca-
cy and action becom

e strongest.

In concert w
ith a them

e in the book, there are sev-
eral paths to be traversed, but they function less 
as a rehearsal and m

ore as an expense. There 
are, as the first lines of the book allude, m

om
ents 

eternal return w
hich like an infinite loop repeat ad 

infinitum
. There are m

om
ents, as w

ell, w
hen such 

returns seem
 like infinite loops, w

hen in reality they 
are recursive, revealing that the seem

ingly infinite 
pattern is the only w

ay to m
ove forw

ard.

As the player is successful at m
oving the path for-

w
ard, the em

oji retreat to the clearer m
eaning of the 

language itself (at least for English speakers). But, 
rew

arding players for the lightness of being, the 
em

oji are the only w
ay to take action in this sm

all, 
narrative gam

e. In the end the gam
e is an effort in 

them
atic reference to a deeply philosophical novel, 

designed as a text-m
essaging gam

e w
ho’s adven-

tures orbit finding a w
ay to philosophize in tim

es of 
w

ar, balancing the needs of lovers, and m
anaging 

the unbearable lightness of being.

C
onclusion

U
ltim

ately the goal w
as to highlight how

 the inno-
vations in technology som

etim
es lim

it the qualities 
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95 of the stories w
e tell. Just as a film

 adaptation of a 
book often loses nuance, the translation of a rela-
tively com

plex w
ork into the sim

plicity of em
oji re-

duces som
e of its m

ost defining qualities. 

By analogy, the gam
e serves as an exam

ple of 
an ASC

II art render of the M
ona Lisa. It falls far 

short of the aesthetic qualities, adapts its very lim
-

ited propensities to the m
edium

, and dem
onstrates 

how
 m

uch m
ore needs to be done. At the sam

e 
tim

e it hints at som
e potential for creating a ludolit-

erate narrative inform
ed by autom

ated translation. 
The transcription of text to em

oji through natural 
language processing is in concept, practicality. 
In reality, them

es are far harder to translate than 
narrative plot. In the least, w

hat this sm
all creative 

research dem
onstrates is the long road ahead in 

achieving translation of literature  to ludo-literature. 

In so doing, it references the them
e of exhibi-

tion. As an exam
ple of the expression of em

otion 
in hum

ans and technology, it dem
onstrates both 

the opportunity and the shortfallings. It is a play-
able experience requiring dom

ain-spanning litera-
cies through the pictographs of em

oji, ludoliteracy 
and the translation of em

otion from
 literary w

ork 
to played experience. This is not m

eant to be an 
easy translation, and m

uch of the experience is 
problem

atized by the m
edium

’s real and interpret-
ed am

biguity.  
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