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ABSTRACT 
This thesis is based on an empirical study of the BBC’s Muddle Earth multiplayer online 

game. It is a study of game production in the context of cross-media strategies, and 

follows the adaptation journey of the Muddle Earth IP from a book, into a TV series, and 

finally into a game. 

 

At a time when cross-media strategies have become an established part of the 

children’s media landscape, staying ‘on brand’ across different media is an essential 

factor to maximise audience benefits. In order to provide seamless cross-media 

experiences, game adaptations are required to live up to the expectations set up by 

their source materials – brand consistency becomes an essential target for production. 

 

Brand consistency, however, is a fluid concept with floating meanings, often only 

defined in operation when producers provide feedback in processes of revision leading 

to the approval of new content. Furthermore, it can be found at different levels, from 

surface form (visual elements, game assets), to deeper content (tone, style and effect). 

The research investigates both, and makes use of narrative concepts and models to 

assess brand consistency at the more complex level of content. 

 

Game adaptations are also required to meet the expectations of game players. 

Adapting into a new medium includes some level of remediation, but also entails the 

use of new devices and conventions, which offer different kinds of pleasures. This study 

looks at the ways in which these were translated, continued and modified in Muddle 

Earth. 
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The research looks at the text and its production, drawing on empirical data from game-

playing, interviews with producers and the analysis of design and production 

documents. The theoretical framework is derived from game studies, adaptation 

studies, intertextuality theory, narrative theory, and political economy. 
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Introduction 
Today’s games are deeply enmeshed in the ‘convergence’ that characterises 

modern media: books are made into films which are made into games (and 

vice versa), which in turn generate a myriad of other texts and commodities. 

(Buckingham, 2006: 4) 

 

Licensing and cross-media strategies 

One of the key features of the cultural, media and games industries is the high risk of 

failure, partly because the success of a new product depends on highly volatile factors 

such as fashion and personal taste. Vertical consolidation, the use of ‘economies of 

scope’ and the use of licenses currently constitute key business strategies in the games 

industry environment (Kerr, 2006:67-69). 

 

Licensing is a strategy used to overcome the uncertainty of demand for games thanks 

to what film historian Thomas Schatz has called their ‘pre-sold’ properties (Schatz 

1993). Drawing on pre-existing IPs reduces marketing costs because the most 

expensive element, building awareness, has already been done (Kerr, 2006:70). A 

game based on an existing IP can aim to tap into an existing audience of readers, 

viewers and fans – gamers and non-gamers who may be attracted to a game which 

uses themes, narratives and characters that they already enjoy. 

 

The use of licenses is a trend which seems to be accelerating in the games industry, 

with large proportions of the most successful games in various markets and segments 

being based on previously existing IPs, mostly linked to the cinema industry, where a 

vast majority of blockbuster films are made into games (Jenkins, 2004; Brookey, 2010). 



The Cross-Media Journey of Muddle Earth                                      6 

 

Although the trends discussed here apply across different markets and segments, 

currently the children’s media space in particular seems to be one of the main 

epicentres of IP extension and media convergence practices and innovation. The 

Muddle Earth game was born within this cross-media context1. 

 

Audience expectations and consistency 

The increasing use of cross-media strategies means that IP owners should be looking 

for the most effective ways of producing adaptations and extending IPs – not just from 

an economic perspective of cost, but also from the deeper angle of quality and 

‘consumer satisfaction’. Tapping into existing audiences of readers and viewers – often 

dedicated fans with a deep knowledge of and appreciation for the source materials – 

can certainly be advantageous. However it can also pose significant challenges linked 

to issues of ‘fidelity’ and expectations of fans, readers, cinema goers or game players 

when they consume IPs across different media and platforms. Aspects such as ‘quality’ 

and brand consistency are extremely important in cross-media strategies. 

 

The importance of quality and consistency is heightened by the generally bad reputation 

of adaptations, which are often measured against their source materials and seen as 

second-class replications, particularly when adapted into a different – typically more 

recent and less established – medium as is the case of games. 

 

Gaps in the research 

                                                
1 The BBC does not work within the same logic as commercial operators, where greatest number of 
consumers equals maximum success, however when a new show or game is released there are still 
concerns in trying to reach a good slice of its intended audience. 
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Currently most of the existing research and writing on adaptation is of a technological or 

commercial nature. In spite of an established (and growing) interest in cross-media and 

adaptation by the media and creative industries, the body of academic research on 

adaptation of texts from other media into games and vice-versa is still modest. Empirical 

studies of games as adaptations, where researchers focus not just on the text, but also 

have access to producers and to design and production documents are even rarer. 

Overall there seems to be a ‘dearth of empirical work on the digital games industry’ 

(Kerr, 2006:8). 

 

The review of literature for this thesis uncovered another important gap, albeit one that 

was found a little too late to allow a greater focus on this topic – the study of humour in 

games (and adaptation). This research also provides a modest contribution to this 

area2. 

 

Research focus 

This thesis is based on an empirical study of the production of a game in the context of 

adaptation. The main focus is on exploring the constant play of production resources 

and constraints, and the ways in which these were managed by the producers to shape 

the game. These include textual and intertextual resources, in the form of source texts, 

other games and ludic conventions; technical, financial and time-related factors; and the 

ideas, experiences, conceptions and practices of the production teams and 

organisations involved. This thesis aims to explore the ways in which all these factors 

interplayed in the processes, discussions and decisions which shaped the game 

adaptation. 

 

                                                
2 Appendix 3 presents a more detailed discussion about this gap. 
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Methodology and theory 

The approach falls into the wide remit of Game Studies, from a Media Studies angle. 

The research looks at the text and its production, drawing on empirical data from game-

playing, interviews with producers and the analysis of design and production 

documents. The main conceptual frameworks are derived from game studies, 

adaptation studies, narrative theory, theories of intertextuality and political economy. 

 

Contribution 

In an era of increasing relevance of cross-media strategies, this thesis is a contribution 

to narrowing the gap in games research focused on adaptation, and in particular to the 

body of empirical studies focussing on the text and its production. 

 

Academic studies of adaptation can provide useful concepts and models to the games 

and media industries. They can stimulate reflection about the ways in which adaptations 

and cross-media strategies are produced and implemented, and suggest models and 

frameworks which may be of use to professionals working with cross-media intellectual 

properties (IPs). The Conclusions chapter includes a series of recommendations for IP 

owners, game developers and academics who study games. 

 

The Muddle Earth Game 

In the words of producers, Muddle Earth is a ‘quest-based virtual world’. In this thesis I 

will use the terms ‘virtual world’3 or, interchangeably, ‘game’. 

 

                                                
3 In the games industry the term ‘virtual world’ is used to refer to ‘casual’ MMOGs aimed at children, 
which would include such diverse titles as Club Penguin and Runescape. 
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Muddle Earth (BBC, 2010) is a free-to-play browser-based multiplayer game produced 

in Flash. The game world is formed by a series of ‘rooms’ which replicate actual 

locations from the series. The game looks and feels like a point-and-click adventure 

game and deploys a third person viewpoint. Players use the mouse to move the avatar 

and to interact with objects and non-player characters (NPCs) and can move between 

locations using sign posts, doorways or the Muddle Earth map. 

 

When players first ‘sign up’ they are invited to create their customisable avatar, after 

which they are shown a short backstory. 
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After this, the player enters the world into one of its main locations, Randalf’s 

boathouse, where the wizard takes him through a tutorial on navigation, user interface 

and main actions. The player is also informed about the existence of shops, avatar and 

home customisation, and essential game mechanics including local currency (Muckles) 

and game resources (magic). There are also explanations about goals and progress, 

including questing, collectables, achievements, XP (experience points) and ‘rank’. 

 

At the end of the tutorial players are invited to start a quest, which is the first of a series 

of chained quests. Players can choose whether to start this quest or wander off and 

explore the virtual world. Choosing the ‘main quest puts the player in the leading role of 

a large Muddle Earth adventure which provides a large body of gameplay for the virtual 

world and an over arching storyline’. (BBC, 2009A) 

 

From this point onwards players are no longer railroaded and can choose to engage in 

different activities, which include: finding collectable items; chatting to NPCs; chatting to 
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other players, inviting them to visit their home or to play games together; shopping and 

avatar and home customisation; completing mini-quests; playing mini-games; and 

exploring the world and inspect its many objects. 

 

The always-on-screen interface provides a wealth of information on currency, XP and 

level, magic, collectables, location and launch buttons to access the Muddle Earth map, 

chat and player ‘book’, a kind of general dashboard containing information on all the 

elements outlined above, and also providing the player with a quest diary, player 

‘pocket’ for gathered objects, table of achievements and avatar customisation screen. 

 

The bulk of gameplay revolves around completing quests, which include several 

activities from talking to NPCs to finding objects and playing mini-games with certain 

score objectives, but players can also roam freely around the world, engage in pre-

defined chat, decorate their homes and invite other players to play games. 

 

Report structure 

This is a short description of the structure of the report, throughout which there are also 

sign-posting links, headings and sub-headings to guide the reading. 

 

The first chapter – Methodology – presents discussions on the choice of topic, the 

methods of data collection and analysis used, and the close interrelation between 

empirical data and theoretical references. 

 

The Literature Review contains three main theoretical sections, which look at game 

studies, narrative and adaptation, and intertextuality. The chapter includes a discussion 
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on the specificities of narrative in games, and a review of three empirical studies of 

games as adaptations, ending with a series of reflections and research questions. 

 

The Analysis and Discussion chapter starts with a description of the Muddle Earth book, 

a comedic fantasy adventure which is analysed in the light of narrative theory, with a 

special focus on character traits and functions, plot structure and the delivery of 

humour. The hero’s journey model is used as an analytical framework. 

 

This is followed by an analysis of the TV series, to which the narrative model used to 

examine the book is also applied, and where adaptation continuities and contrasts start 

to be revealed. 

 

The third and longest section is focused on the game. It begins with an introduction, 

‘The Journey Map’, which details the structure of the analysis and discussions 

presented. This is the main part of the thesis, where the research questions and 

theoretical frameworks introduced in previous sections are applied to the game, mainly 

through a comparative examination in relation to its source texts using narrative theory 

and humorous effects. This will involve exploring the adaptation processes in operation, 

looking at the influence not only of the source IP and other games, but also taking into 

consideration aspects such as technical and economical factors, conceptions of 

audience and industry trends and practices which have strongly shaped the production. 

The key theme in the analysis is the constant strive for ‘brand consistency’. 

 

The final chapter, Conclusions, ties the analysis together, discusses the main findings, 

identifies opportunities for further research and presents sets of recommendations for IP 

owners, game developers and game studies researchers. 
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Methodology 

Choosing a theme and focus 

At the time of finally deciding on a topic, and after some conversations with my 

employers at Dubit, there was an agreement that I could study one of the games in the 

development pipeline of the Interactive Team. 

 

It was somehow difficult to leave behind my initial idea (near obsession) of focusing on 

‘player typologies’ and I tried to turn this into a slightly modified focus on styles of play 

offered by the game. However, once I was granted access to the first batches of 

empirical data, it became clear that for the producers there were more important themes 

than ‘styles of play’. Besides, the very fact that the game was based on an animated 

series, which in turn was based on a book, pointed towards adaptation as an area 

‘begging’ to be approached. 

 

The Circuit of Culture 

Johnson (1986) developed a model of great importance within Cultural Studies, that of 

the ‘circuit of culture’. This model conceptualises media communication as being divided 

into four distinct (but not separate) moments for analysis: the production of the text; the 

text itself; the reading, or interpretation and uses of the text; finally how the text 

influences lived cultures and social relations. The ‘but not separate’ is important: as 

Sloane (2006) explains in his interpretation of Johnson’s proposed model: 

 

... The way to do cultural studies is to make sense of these moments not in 

and of themselves, but in relationship to one another, and as part of the larger 

social context in which they exist. […] To understand a text it is necessary to 
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think about the people who produced it, their motivations, their intentions, and 

the wider social, economical and political contexts in which they operate. 

 

The fields of political economy and the sociology of science and technology present 

similar views. Based on these, Aphra Kerr proposes that: 

 

The development of ‘digital games’ is a negotiated process in which humans 

and the technology play a role, but which cannot be understood without also 

examining the wider social, cultural, economic and political context. (2006: 6) 

 

The focus of this research is on two moments or ‘areas’ of the circuit of culture, the text 

and its production, placed within ‘wider contexts’ of influence. 

 

Kerr warns that the term text is increasingly problematic when applied to new media in 

general, and games in particular. She quotes Espen Aarseth’s suggestion that when 

applied to ‘interactive texts’, the concept should include not only the ‘mechanical 

organisation of the text’ and the role of the audience user, but also the medium 

(Aarseth, 1997). Games are dynamic texts, and they can be seen as incorporating three 

levels: the game as designed and engineered; the game as it is presented to the player; 

finally, the game as it is played (the experiences and ‘readings’ of individuals of groups 

of players). This study covers the first two levels, providing some cues about the ways 

in which design and production decisions may affect the experiences of players. 

 

The theoretical frameworks and concepts used in this research are outlined and 

discussed in the Literature Review. 

 



The Cross-Media Journey of Muddle Earth                                      16 

The research stages 

What follows is an attempt at a brief structured (and partly chronological) account of the 

several research stages and methodologies used in this study. 

 

    

 

Project Development Overview 

a) Initial project design 

b) Analysis of data from online project hub 

c) Revision of project focus 

d) Analysis of game production documents 

e) Analysis of Muddle Earth TV series 

f) Game playing (early development stages) 

g) Analysis of Muddle Earth book 

h) Producer interviews – Dubit and BBC 

i) Game playing (full beta launch) 

j) Analysis of game playing sessions (notes and screen recordings) 

 

Most of the stages above overlapped and were revisited in what can be described as 

‘cyclical movements’ which fed and influenced one another. This also happened in the 

main analysis, reading and writing stages presented below, which ran throughout the 

whole process. 
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A. Literature review 

B. Diagrams, thought processes and ‘sketch’ writings 

C. Supervision sessions 

D. Data analysis 

E. Ongoing immersion into the worlds of game design, games industry and game 

studies 

 

What follows next is a description of some of the stages listed above, focused on those 

which involved significant processes, methods, decisions or difficulties worth reporting. 

 

Empirically-driven 

Most projects seem to start with a literature review, then the identification of a 

problematic, and then the design of research questions. Not quite in this case, where 

empirical data guided most of the process. The themes and questions originated 

primarily from data analysis, and played an important role in the changes in focus and 

the selection of relevant literature, which in turn meant that the theoretical approach was 

subjected to change and refinements throughout the research. 

 

Analysis of project hub data and game production documents 

The BBC and Dubit producers of the game used a group communication website for file 

sharing, threaded discussions, and an overall shared history of communication. These 

materials – equivalent to several hundred pages – were analysed three times, at 

different stages. 

 

The main production documents analysed were the BBC’s initial ‘Request for Proposal’ 

from the BBC (2009A); Dubit’s proposal document (Dubit, 2009); the initial ‘game 
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concept’ document (BBC, 2009B); and tens of wireframes, dialogue scripts, diagrams, 

maps, images, specifications and other materials used during the production. 

 

The main objective of an initial analysis was to identify key themes for the producers 

and the factors and rationales for decisions that moulded the game. These key themes 

revolved essentially around notions of ‘fidelity’ (staying ‘on brand’, keeping the Muddle 

Earth style, tone and comedy) and how this guided the whole production; the 

importance of story-telling in the game; the explicit or implicit influence of other games; 

the conceptions of audience diversity and ‘targeted’ offers; and the somewhat specific 

roles of the BBC (as brand gatekeepers) and Dubit (concerned with the ludic integration 

of all offers in the game). 

 

These initial stages of analysis lead to a search for more relevant works for the literature 

review. It also informed the preparation of scripts for the interviews with producers and 

provided a framework for the initial analysis of the Muddle Earth texts – game, TV series 

and book – looking at narrative structures and finding similarities, contrasts and 

challenges in the ‘translation’ a story from a book into a TV series and then into a game. 

 

The second and third readings of the project hub materials and analytical notes, done 

alongside the interviews and literature review, served to revisit the data with a different 

perspective, and to highlight and organise terms, concepts and themes, linking these to 

both theoretical concepts and empirical data from the interviews, game playing and 

book and series analysis. 

 

Game playing 
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This was done throughout the study period, by playing with over half a dozen 

characters, including males and females, and trying all of the activities offered in the 

game. My first attempts at playing were quite informal, letting myself go with my taste 

flow – I usually enjoy doing quests, so these formed the bulk of my initial gaming 

experience. 

 

Academic research on games is usually based on the experiences of individual (or 

small groups of) academics/players. This often means that there are obvious limitations 

for the research as ‘the analysis will inevitably reflect the perspective of a particular 

player/author’ (Buckingham, 2006:13). Subsequent playing sessions were more 

disciplined and consciously aimed at trying out different offers in the game.  All sessions 

were screen-recorded and notes were taken. 

 

Muddle Earth book 

The reading was accompanied by note-taking, with a focus on characters, plot and 

humour, exploring continuities and contrasts between the book, the series and the 

game. 

 

Muddle Earth TV series 

All 26 episodes were watched and notes were taken. The content and narrative 

structure of the TV series was compared to both the game and the original book, and 

there was also a focus on collating devices which delivered humorous effects. 

 

Producer interviews – Dubit and BBC 

Interviews were conducted with Matt Warneford and Sean Thompson from the Dubit 

Interactive team and Adam Khwaja and Phil Hoskins from the BBC team. Adam, Senior 
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Multi-Platform Producer for BBC Children’s, assumed the role of Commissioner. Phil, a 

freelance games consultant and developer, played the role of Divisional Technical 

Manager (and ‘single point of contact’). The main roles in the Dubit team were taken by 

Matthew (Chief Technical Officer) and Sean (Product Manager). 

 

The BBC produced the initial concept documents at the pre-production stage, providing 

a detailed set of specifications for the game. Dubit’s role was primarily in producing 

based on the specifications, nonetheless with some room to negotiate modifications and 

add ideas to the game design – importantly a reserve fund was agreed for the addition 

of new ideas during the build. 

 

Interviewing Methods 

My initial academic background is in Anthropology, with training and practice in 

ethnographic fieldwork methods. This provides a background context for some of the 

ideas expressed below. 

 

Much social science has been directed towards the task of testing formal theories. One 

alternative to formal theories is to develop theories grounded in empirical data 

(Spradley, 1979:11). Glaser and Strauss (1967) have called this ‘grounded theory’, 

which relies more on learning from informers than testing pre-conceived hypothesis. 

 

Spradley (1979:4) explains that ‘ethnography starts with a conscious attitude of almost 

complete ignorance’. In order to understand how other people think and see our objects 

of study it is important to base the analysis of experience upon their concepts, not the 

researcher’s, and to acknowledge that even when studying cultural scenes in the 
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researcher’s own society, the researcher ‘must recognise the existence of subtle but 

important language differences’ (Ibid.). 

 

For me, this meant allowing participants – in my case positioned somewhere between 

the more ‘sociological’ respondents and the more ‘ethnographic’ informants – to explain 

how they did see the Muddle Earth game from their diverse standpoints, using their own 

terms where possible. 

 

Often this would entail necessary explanations to clarify what I meant by certain terms, 

for example ‘narrative’ or ‘genre’. This frequently involved the use of two or three 

alternative phrases when formulating a question, in order to allow participants to 

understand the question but not get stuck to any one term used by the researcher. For 

example, instead of asking ‘Did you have any player typologies in mind when you 

designed the game?’, I would explain that some academics and designers look at game 

design from a perspective that people play differently, that there are different styles of 

play, and it is possible to split audiences into different types, tendencies or typologies of 

players. Were you informed by any similar rationale?’ 

 

This type of approach falls into what Spradley calls ‘interview explanations’ and 

‘question explanations’, two of the five types of ‘ethnographic explanations’ that 

researchers are advised to use when doing fieldwork (1979:59-60). Other important 

types of ‘explanation’ used in this study were ‘project explanations’ (explaining 

objectives), ‘recording explanations’ (explaining notes and recordings) and ‘native 

language explanations’ (encouraging participants to speak in the same way as they 

would talk within their cultural scene – in this case, their job as game producers). 
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All interviews were transcribed in full verbatim, with contextual notes, and analysed 

according to key topics and themes which were gradually identified and linked to other 

sources of empirical data and theoretical concepts, often recurring to the use of thought 

diagrams. 

 

Informer Validation Techniques 

Participants were sent full verbatim interview transcripts and invited to provide 

feedback. They will also be given a copy of the final thesis report. My colleagues at 

Dubit were approached a number of times in order to test some of the ideas originating 

from the analysis and to clarify any points from the interviews. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Although providing a critique of the game is not within the set of aims of this research, it 

is to a certain extent inevitable that some parts of the research will contain observations 

about game design and production aspects which may include challenges or areas that 

could potentially be improved. My hope is that any such moments in the study – 

whether or not the reader agrees – may trigger reflection about the design and 

production of ‘adaptation games’. 
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Literature Review 

This chapter is split into four major sections. The first three sections – on game 

dimensions, narrative and adaptation – provide a review of relevant literature, where 

theories, concepts and models are presented, critiqued and built upon. The fourth 

section works as a kind of summary where research questions are outlined. 

 

Games: Dimensions and Uniqueness 

Buckingham (2006) explains that in spite of computer games drawing on other media 

forms including, for example, science-fiction writing, fantasy novels and gangster 

movies, it is imperative that they are recognised and studied as games – an argument 

initially presented by Eskelinen (2001) at the rise of Game studies as a new field of 

study – and not simply as a new form of hypertext, literature, drama or cinema. 

 

The specificities of computer games are ‘not simply about the manner in which they 

represent settings or narratives or characters – in other words, about those elements 

that apply to other media or cultural forms. They are also about the ways in which 

games are played.’ (Buckingham, 2006: 7). 

 

Ludic 

Games can be seen as ‘structured frameworks for play’ (Pearce, 2002) or as ‘rule-

governed systems’ (Salen and Zimmerman, 2003). They are to a great extent defined 

by their ‘gameness’ (Juul, 2003) and ‘what players and reviewers call playability’ 

(Buckingham, 2006). All of these definitions emphasise what have been classed as the 
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ludic4 dimensions of games, many of which are shared between computer games and 

other types of games. These include elements such as goals, rules, obstacles, rewards, 

economies and resources. 

 

Representational 

But games also draw on other types of elements, typically more visible than the rules 

and game engines that support them. These elements, and to use a biological analogy, 

can be seen as the flesh that fills the structure of the ludic bones and muscles. These 

elements include, amongst other things, visual representations of settings and 

characters, sounds, music and narrative elements such as backstory, dialogues and 

general storytelling. These are often called the representational elements of a game. 

 

Although it is useful to consider these different facets ‘the analysis of computer games 

needs to address both the ludic and the representational dimensions together with the 

relationships between them’ (Buckingham, 2006:9-13). 

 

About Narrative 

This section looks at narrative theory, focusing on concepts and models that are useful 

in a study of a game as an adaptation. The first part is about theory, drawing strongly on 

Seymour Chatman’s model of narrative structure and also on approaches to analyse 

characters and plot structure, particularly in the fantasy adventure genre. This is 

followed by considerations about the differences between narrative in games and other 

media. 

 

                                                
4 From the Latin ludus which means ‘game’. 
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Computer games are not primarily about storytelling, yet narrative theory 

provides computer games theorists with an arsenal of wonderfully precise 

models with which to examine the organisation of perspective, event, time 

and action within a game-text. 

(Krzywinska, 2003: 3). 

 

The Muddle Earth game is based on a TV series, which in turn is based on a book for 

children, both of which are types of media to which narrative theory can be 

uncontroversially applied. When it comes to games, the application of existing ‘classic’ 

narrative models is not as straightforward. Here the aim is not to suggest new models 

that may result in a more suitable fit between games and modern theories of narrative, 

but rather to use existing concepts from narrative theory that may be useful for a 

discussion centred on adaptation. 

 

A Model of Narrative: Story and Discourse 

Chatman (1978) defines the objective of narrative theory as ‘a grid of possibilities, 

through the establishment of the minimal narrative constitutive features’ or the 

‘necessary components’ of a narrative, independent of any medium’. Chatman suggests 

splitting narrative into two components: story (the what), the content of the narrative 

expression, and discourse (the how), the form of that expression, the means by which 

the content is communicated. (pp 12-25) 

 

Story is further split into existents (characters, settings) and events (actions, 

happenings) and discourse is divided into two subcomponents, ‘the narrative form itself 

– the structure of narrative transmission – and its manifestation or its appearance in a 
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specific materializing medium, verbal, cinematic, balletic, musical, pantominic or 

whatever’. Chatman adds that ‘the medium influences the transmission’ (pp 26-32). 

 

Characters 

According to Chatman (1978) characters are typically defined in narrative studies 

according to their ‘traits’ or ‘function’ within the story. A character’s traits are its human-

like qualities, close to what is generally called a ‘psychological or moral profile’, which 

includes manners, habits and – typically in the more classic forms of narrative – an 

alignment with either goodness or evil (Chatman, 1978: 109). These ‘traits’ can actually 

be described by the author of a novel or the narrator in a film, but are more commonly 

the result of reading (or interpreting) the actions of characters. 

 

Characters can also be analysed according to their ‘functions’, something which has 

been done by the formalist and structuralist approaches. For Propp (1968), one of the 

most influential narrative structuralists, the characters of Russian fairytales have specific 

functions. What they are – in psychological and moral terms – is not fundamentally 

important, what is important is what they do and how they contribute to the development 

of the plot. As Chatman puts it, structuralists typically ‘subordinate character to plot, 

make it a function of plot’ (1978:113). Other models are less reductionist and mix 

character traits with dynamic functions for plot development. 

 

Plot and events 

The way in which the events of a story are arranged constitutes the ‘plot’. The plot does 

not need to follow the ‘natural’ or ‘chronological’ sequence of the story. Its function is in 

fact to select, emphasize or extend certain story-events, whilst others may be ignored, 

left to inference or shortened, depending on the intentions and  interpretations of the 
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author, director or any type of figure responsible for drawing the plot (Chatman, 

1978:43). 

 

Events in narrative are ‘changes of state’, either actions (of characters) or happenings 

(things that happen to the characters). The events in narrative are typically ‘enchaining’ 

and ‘entailing’, with normally causative and linear sequences – even when plotted in 

non-chronological ways and when gaps in the causation are found. As Chatman put it, 

‘our minds inveterately seek structure, and they will provide it if necessary’ (1978: 45). 

 

Narrative events follow the logic of connection and also of ‘hierarchy – some are more 

important than others’ (Chatman, 1978:53). Kernels are major events, part of the ‘chain 

of contingency’, and advance the plot by raising and satisfying questions – they ‘give 

rise to cruxes in the direction taken by events. They are nodes or hinges in the 

structure, branching points which force a movement into one of two (or more) possible 

paths’. 

 

Satellites are minor plot events that are not crucial to the logic of the plot – they are 

linked to detail, to filling in and elaborating kernels and moments between kernels. 

Kernels are the skeleton, satellites form the flesh (Chatman, 1978: 54). In a simplified 

way, kernels initiate ‘narrative blocks’ which contain series of satellites. Narrative blocks 

link to other narrative blocks to form a plot. 

 

The Hero’s Journey model 

Joseph Campbell’s book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, firstly published in 1949, 

presents a model of character ‘archetypes’ and plot development that has since become 

one of the most influential for screenwriters in the West (Vogler, 2007). Campbell, who 
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was strongly influenced by the work of Propp, analysed stories (myths and legends) 

from around the globe ‘to identify a common pattern or theme that was intrinsic in many 

cultures and religious traditions’ (Jacobs, 2007:27). In the 1980s, Christopher Vogler 

summarised Campbell’s ideas on a seven-page memo to Disney executives which 

generated a lot of buzz, and ended up expanding it into a book called The Writer’s 

Journey (2007). 

 

Vogler presents a typology of character archetypes which covers ‘traits, psychological 

functions and dramatic functions’ within the plot5. He explains that archetypes are not 

rigid character roles – they are ‘functions performed temporarily by characters to 

achieve certain effects in a story’, as if these were masks used by the characters to 

advance the story (2007:24). 

 

The most relevant archetypes for this study are the Hero, Mentor, Threshold Guardian, 

Herald, Shadow, Ally and Trickster. Appendix 1 presents a summary description of each 

archetype based on Vogler’s chapter ‘The Archetypes’ (2007:22-80). 

 

Joseph Campbell’s model also uncovered shared plot patterns in myths and legends, 

which he used to suggest a sort of overarching universal plot structure for hero’s 

journeys. Vogler summarises this plot structure in a twelve-stage general ‘skeletal 

framework’ (2007:19): 

 

Heroes are introduced in the ORDINARY WORLD, were they receive a CALL 

TO ADVENTURE. They are reluctant and at first REFUSE THE CALL, but 

are encouraged by a MENTOR to CROSS THE FIRST THRESHOLD and 

                                                
5 My interest is on character traits and dramatic function. 
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enter the Special World, where they encounter TESTS, ALLIES AND 

ENEMIES. They APPROACH THE INMOST CAVE, crossing a second 

threshold where they endure the ORDEAL. They take possession of their 

REWARD and are pursued on THE ROAD BACK to the Ordinary World. 

They cross the third threshold, experience a RESSURRECTION, and are 

transformed by the experience. They then RETURN WITH THE ELIXIR, a 

boon or treasure to benefit the Ordinary World. 

 

Besides having been used in a number of films (Vogler, 2007), the Hero’s Journey 

model is found in different game genres, including RPGs and MMORPGs, often relying 

on variations of the model (Jacobs, 2007:28). Jenkins (2004) has looked at this model in 

his analysis of games as ‘spatial stories’ and Dynniway (2000), in his article Using the 

Hero's Journey in Games, has suggested ways in which it can be used as a structuring 

tool for game design. 

 

The patterns and archetypes described by this model are useful for an analysis of the 

Muddle Earth narrative, looking at the ways in which it was used as a resource in the 

processes of adaptation across different media. Many of the archetypes and ways of 

structuring the plot are present, not only in the original book (which can be defined as a 

comedic ‘hero’s journey’), but also – to different degrees, and after undergoing 

transformations – in the TV series and the game. The hero’s journey model will be used 

as a comparative framework to analyse continuities and contrasts in the processes of 

adaptation6. 

 

                                                
6 Appendix 5 presents some thoughts about the resemblances between hero’s journeys and adventure 
computer games in general. 
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Narrative in Games 

Kerr (2006: 26) proposes that game theorists generally adopt one of three approaches 

to narrative: 

 

…A narrow, formalist and classical approach; a broad, culturally and 

historically located, post-structuralist approach; or an outright rejection of 

narrative theories. 

 

My approach is a hybrid between approaches one and two. Tanya Krzywinska 

(2003) further proposes that one possible position in game studies is to accept that 

computer games involve narrative to some degree, and games researchers who 

agree with this move straight on to asking ‘how do games tell or generate stories?’ 

 

Some games, as it is the case with Muddle Earth, do explicit aim to tell stories. For 

a study of game design and adaptation, where a game is based on existing 

narratives from other media, it seems critical to study the ways in which narrative is 

offered to players, the ways in which it is integrated (or not) with other game offers, 

and the ways in which narrative in games is different to narrative in films and books. 

 

One of the major differences between temporality in gameplay and time in conventional 

narratives is that the player has influence over the arrangement, frequency or duration 

of events in a game (Carr, 2006:153), and there are also significant and associated 

spatial differences between ‘conventional’ narratives and games which are related to 

settings, to distance and proximity, and to the potential for exploration and navigation 

(Ibid.). 
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In the game the narrative unfolds commensurate to progress made in the game, as 

such narrative is actively striven for rather than being simply present, as it is in a TV 

show (Krzywinska, 2003). The player holds some level of control and ‘agency’ in an 

‘interactive’ environment. However, ‘for a game to surprise and move the player with its 

story line, it must necessarily still keep certain plot developments out of the player’s 

control’ (Poole, 2000:121). As Krzywinska (2003:8) elaborates this claim: 

 

Full interactivity would negate the authorial shaping of interaction and, with it, 

the possibility for a directed storyline. The game allows the player to act on 

events, but only in a manner determined by the game’s internal structure 

 

Krzywinska analysed the adaptation of the Buffy the Vampire Slayer show into a game, 

explaining that the ‘game events and the path taken through the game are often 

imposed on the player, a stratagem that allows access to pleasures closer to those 

conventionally used by the show’ (Ibid.). She concludes that the authored aspects of 

narration govern the weaving of the game narrative by the player, channelling the way 

the game is experienced. This acquires an increased significance for games that are 

adaptations. In order to reap the benefits of audience ‘migration’ it is vital to keep a level 

of consistency that facilitates the meeting of expectations of audiences consuming the 

IP across different media channels and platforms. 

 

Adaptation and Intertextuality 

This section departs from literary and film theories of adaptation and then moves on to a 

discussion of the concepts of intertextuality and transtextuality. This is followed by a 

critique of existing models and the need to look ‘beyond the text’, to relevant ‘non-
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textual’ factors which influence all texts and adaptations. The section ends with an 

analysis of a selection of empirical studies of game adaptations. 

 

Linda Hutcheon (2006:170) defines adaptation as a ‘deliberate, announced revisitation 

of a particular work of art’. At this point in time there does not seem to be any model or 

theory of adaptation designed specifically for games – and perhaps there is no need for 

one. This section presents a review of adaptation theory developed with other media in 

mind, particularly literature and film. However, it is defended, the models and concepts 

described are not medium-specific – with the necessary precautions, they can be used 

to analyse adaptation processes into or from any medium. 

 

Adaptation in Film 

Robert Stam, in his article ‘Beyond Fidelity’ (2000), explains that the language of 

criticism dealing with the film adaptation of novels has often been ‘profoundly moralistic’, 

using terms with ‘overtones of Victorian prudishness’ such as infidelity, violation or 

desecration, based on a notion of superiority of literary art to film. Stam defends the 

need to move beyond a moralistic approach – and particularly the obsession with 

‘fidelity’. 

 

However, Stam also acknowledges that the notion of the fidelity of an adaptation to its 

source novel does ‘contain its grain of truth’: 

 

When we say an adaptation has been ‘unfaithful’ to the original, the term gives 

expression to the disappointment we feel when a film adaptation fails to 

capture what we see as the fundamental narrative, thematic, and aesthetic 

features of its literary source. (2000:54) 
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However strict fidelity is impossible – an adaptation is automatically different and 

original due to the change of medium. Stam illustrates this difference with Fritz Lang’s 

response (in Contempt) to the producer’s accusation of infidelity to the script: ‘Yes, 

Jerry, in the script it’s written, in a film it’s images and sounds… a motion picture it’s 

called’. (2000:56). Stam suggests instead the use of the term ‘translation’, which 

necessarily entails changes from source to end text. 

 

The structuralist semiotics of the 1960s and 1970s treated all signifying practices as 

productive of ‘texts’ worthy of the same close attention as literary texts (Stam, 1992). 

Semioticians preferred to speak of texts rather than films. The concept of text 

(etymologically ‘tissue’, ‘weave’) tended to emphasize the film as a construct and the 

author as the orchestrator of pre-existing discourses. 

 

Intertextuality 

Stam suggests intertextuality as a useful concept for the study of adaptation (2000:66). 

The term intertextuality began as Kristeva’s translation of the Bakhtinian notion of 

dialogism, which is ‘the necessary relation of any utterance to other utterances’ (Stam, 

1992:203). Bakhtin spoke of the ‘deep generating series’ of literature – that is, ‘the 

complex and multidimensional dialogism, rooted in social life and history, comprising 

both primary (oral) and secondary (literary) genres, which reach the text not only 

through recognisable influences, but also through a subtle process of dissemination’ 

(2000:64-65). Stam provides an effective illustration for a film: 

 

The intertext of Kubrick’s ‘The Shining’ could be said to consist of all the 

genres to which the film refers, for example the horror film and the 
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melodrama, but also to that class of films called literary adaptations, with 

the attendant literary affiliates, such as the Gothic novel, and extending to 

the entire canon of Kubrick films, Jack Nicholson films, and so forth. 

(1992:204). 

 

The ‘intertext’ of the work of art, then, may be taken to include not just other artworks in 

the same or comparable form, but also all the ‘series’ within which the singular text is 

situated. Media creations should be analysed within what Bakhtin called the 

‘differentiated unity of the epoch’s entire culture’. 

 

Genette (1980), building on Bakhtin and Kristeva, proposed the term transtextuality to 

refer to ‘all that which puts one text in relation, whether manifest or secret, with other 

texts’ (Stam, 1992:204-206). He proposed five types of transtextual relations, some of 

direct relevance to adaptation theory: intertextuality and hypertextuality. 

 

Intertextuality is the ‘effective co-presence of two (or more) texts, in the form of 

quotation, plagiarism and allusion’ (Ibid.). Hypertextuality – the most useful term for 

adaptation – refers to the relation between one text, which Genette calls ‘hypertext’, to 

an anterior or source text, the ‘hypotext’. The hypotext is transformed, modified, 

elaborated or extended into the hypertext. Stam (2000:66) recognises the relevance of 

these concepts to the study of adaptation: 

 

One way to look at adaptation is to see it as a matter of a source novel 

hypotext being transformed by a complex series of operations: selection, 

amplification, concretisation, critique, extrapolation, analogisation, 

popularisation and reculturalisation. 



The Cross-Media Journey of Muddle Earth                                      35 

 

The concept of hypertextuality is useful for the study of adaptation because it departs 

from the premise that the hypotext is always subjected to a series of transformations, to 

a process of ‘translation’ as suggested by Stam. This acquires an increased relevance 

for the study of adaptation across different media, where the specific resources, 

conventions and limitations of a new medium necessarily dictate transformations from a 

source text. 

 

The concepts of transtextuality or intertextuality in its broadest sense mean that it is not 

only ‘adaptations’ that are influenced by other texts – all texts are the result of more or 

less explicit, intentional or subtle intertextual relations, which in turn means that simply 

looking at a hypotext is not enough to understand the result of an adaptation. 

 

Looking beyond ‘texts’ 

Stam defends that the film adaptation of a novel performs transformations according to 

the protocols of its distinct medium, absorbing and altering the material available 

through the ‘filters of: studio style, ideological fashion, political constraints, auteurist 

predilections, charismatic stars, economic considerations and evolving technology’. 

(2000:73-75) 

 

The mention of these ‘filters’ as important factors for the production of a text is very 

significant because it conceptualises production as a process being influenced not just 

by a hypotext and other texts in any of its ‘generating series’, but also by the ideological, 

technical and economic contexts of production. However, in spite of recognising the 

importance of these ‘non-textual’ factors, Stam does not actually seem to apply them to 

the analysis of any specific adaptations. 
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Similarly, Genette’s five types of transtextuality cover textual influences, but leave aside 

these non-textual factors which may be determinant to the production of a text. 

 

Bakhtin goes a step further and includes both literary and non-literary elements in his 

‘generating series’, thus encompassing what he called the ‘powerful deep currents of 

culture’ (Stam, 2000:65). However, he does not seem to allocate sufficient relevance to 

any factors beyond culture and cultural creation. 

 

Bennet and Wollacott (1987), in their book Bond and Beyond, suggest a focus on the 

‘conditions of production’ and on the input of production teams to analyse the Bond 

films. They claim that: 

 

The organisation of the industry, financial constraints, existing conventions 

and genres and the social backgrounds of the people involved in production 

will all necessarily constrain and order the processes of film-making. 

(1987:202) 

 

The dominant ideologies of society at the time of production, for example relating to 

politics and sexuality, are important influencing factors which are worked out and 

transformed by the ‘calculations, deliberations and policies of producers which actually 

inform the making of a film’ (Ibid.). 

 

The Circuit of Culture 

Cultural and Media Studies approaches draw on the useful concepts of intertextuality 

and adaptation, but often also include factors situated beyond texts and culture. 
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Johnson (1986) recommends that media texts are studied as part of the wider social, 

economical and political contexts in which they exist. For example, the allocation of 

different amounts of budget to the production of a game or the use of particular 

animation technologies can considerably change the final text. Likewise, gender 

conceptions of audiences and social concerns about children’s safety online can be 

major moulding forces for game production. 

 

Adaptation in the Study of Games 

This section presents a review of relevant empirical studies of game adaptations7. The 

main aims are to identify: 1) the application of relevant theoretical concepts; 2) 

approaches and analytical perspectives that can be applied to Muddle Earth; and 3) 

challenges in the production of games as adaptations from other media. 

 

The Thing 

In this study Diane Carr (2006) interviewed the producers of The Thing (2002) game, an 

adaptation of John Carpenter’s film (1982). She explains that an initial production stage 

involved the ‘immersion’ of the game producers into the film. Besides using settings, 

characters and important kernel moments from the movie (some for game action, others 

for scripted cut scenes), the developers selected core themes (alien infection, team 

trust) and contexts (isolation, extreme weather) and turned them into mechanics, 

challenges and resources within the game. 

 

                                                
7 Very few examples were found after a considerable amount of searching, which included the use of 
Google Scholar and Google Books, general Google search, Amazon, conversations with lecturers and 
colleagues, electronic journals and websites dedicated to games research – using different combinations 
of the following keywords: game(s), adaptation, film, cartoon, intertextuality, transmedia, cross-platform, 
crossmedia. A request for references on ‘games and adaptation’ was also sent to Gamesnetwork, the 
discussion list of the Digital Games Research Association (www.digra.org). 
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The producers opted for the use of scripted cut scenes, which they saw as functional 

components of the game important for storytelling and to ‘re-establish continuity, plot 

and characterisation – features that tend to be lost during the played levels’ (Carr, 

2006:158). 

 

In terms of game genre and mechanics the production team opted for a 3D hybrid, 

between a first-person-shooter and a role-playing-game. The first-person perspective, 

coupled with a limited amount of control of player view and the use of gloomy settings 

similar to those found in the film, facilitated the creation of suspense effects, an 

essential characteristic of the horror genre of the source film. 

 

Buffy, the Vampire Slayer 

Tanya Krzywinska (2003) starts by proposing that the Buffy game’s reliance on a 

modern high-tech console platform – which provided high quality image and sound – 

facilitated a smoother ‘remediation’ of the show by lowering ‘some of the media-specific 

distinctions between the game and its television counterpart’ (2003:2). 

 

This lessening of the gap between the two texts was further supported by the use of 

‘locations, music, characters, voices and themes present in the TV show and by the 

involvement of its scriptwriters, ‘thereby ensuring that the game carries the type of 

language and storyline that characterizes the show’ (2003:3). This set of measures 

allowed the game to guard itself ‘against failing to live up to expectations set by the 

show’ (2003:4) and effectively connect to the Buffyverse (the Buffy metaverse). 

 

The game is a hybrid between action-adventure and a ‘beat-em-up’ using a third person 

perspective. According to one of the producers, choosing action adventure (for example 
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over a RPG) ‘suited the material and there is a larger and more general market for 

action adventure style games’ (2003:6). 

 

The game is organised in a linear way, where the gaming destiny is quite profoundly 

predetermined by the game’s infrastructure. The game’s storyline – ‘reflective of the 

narrative formations used in the show’ – is forwarded principally by the use of cut 

scenes, which also function ‘as a kind of cross-cut by showing an event occurring 

simultaneously but in another space’ (2003:4). 

 

The third person perspective anchored on the avatar creates two related challenges: 

firstly it makes it harder for the game to adapt the types of parallel plotting used in the 

TV show; secondly the emphasis on action by one character (the avatar-player) makes 

the role of other characters inexistent or at the most an accessory. Krzywinska explains 

that this happens to the show’s ‘scooby gang’, whose role in the show had been 

inversely becoming more and more active. 

 

According to Krzywinska ‘the game draws more on the action-adventure aspects of the 

show than the more soap style interactions’. The author generalises by proposing that 

current videogames place an ‘emphasis on doing rather than talking, lending 

themselves to the action format rather than personal interaction’ (2003:5). 

 

Lord of the Rings Games 

Mark Wallin (2007) embarked on a comparative study of various game adaptations of 

The Lord of the Ring books by Tolkien and the films by Peter Jackson (2002-04), 

exploring the various strategies used by different corporations, and linking these to 
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different types of association to the LOTR texts, and to diverse treatments of the source 

narratives and game-medium conventions. 

 

EA’s game Return of the King (2004) ‘attempts to link itself directly to Peter Jackson’s 

filmic texts’, while it retains a structural association with Tolkien’s work’ (2007:2). Rather 

than forcing the gamer to move through a strict and linear narrative trajectory, the game 

attempts to replicate Jackson’s (as well as Tolkien’s) branching of narrative and 

strategies of representing temporal simultaneity. 

 

This plot overlapping and simultaneity occurs primarily by the overall game 

sequence screen, but also by the occasional interactions between characters 

that separate and then come together to further the overall plot. (2007:14) 

 

The Return of the King game is strongly attached to the narrative form of its model. 

Gameplay levels are intersected with cinematic cut scenes ’which provide motive and 

direction for the gameplay sequences’ and ‘drive the sequences toward a narrative 

conclusion’ (2007:14). The narrative links are present not only in gameplay, with 

characters moving between kernel events in the source narrative, but also in the game’s 

navigation interface, where ‘the entire plot movement of the game is spatially 

represented in shorthand’  (2007:15) in the game map, which places the ‘episodes’ in a 

relative chronology. 

 

The original plot is attached to the source narrative but also extended by actions and 

challenges that follow the conventions of the game medium, and specifically action-

adventure games. Thus, whilst the film ignores parts of journeys, the game presents this 

as challenges to be overcome. The game uses the design convention of levels with 
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minions and bosses, and in some cases minions that do not exist in the film – at least in 

the same numbers – are added to the game’s levels for playability sake. 

 

The player can thus impersonate different characters in different levels of the game and 

fight the minions and bosses expected from action-adventure games. However, there 

are no surprises in terms of plot development – the whole sequence is shown to the 

player. In spite of achieving a high level of fidelity to the source filmic texts, this strategy 

‘raises doubts in terms of the values of surprise and plot disclosure for the game 

medium’ (2007:17). 

 

The Vivendi and Tolkien Estates line of adaptations, designed by Sierra Entertainment, 

Black Label Games and Liquid Entertainment adopt a ‘familial consubstantiality with 

Tolkien’s oeuvre - they chose to enter The Lord of the Rings canon by means of direct 

association with the books, rather than the films’ (2007:20). According to Wallin, 

‘Vivendi turns to [game] structure to provide its populist appeal’ by adapting each book 

of the trilogy to a ‘classic gaming genre’, often at the expense of the source narrative. 

 

The packaging and gameplay design of each of these texts […] draws upon 

the traditions and designs of some of the most successful titles in the gaming 

world in an attempt to adapt the subject matter of each classic novel to a 

corresponding classic game style. Vivendi has specifically tapped three 

leaders in game design […] thereby creating stronger connections to gaming 

conventions than to the overtly stated source. (2007: 24) 

 

The only exception is Black Label Games’ The Fellowship of the Ring, an RPG which 

exhibits ‘a relentless episodic rigor’ that follows the original plot to the line, making the 
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game less attractive than what it might have been because ‘it follows the book too 

closely […] anyone who knows the story knows what's coming up next’ (Steinberg, 

2002). 

 

In the other two adaptations, The Hobbit (2003) and The War of the Ring (2004), and 

although kernel events and settings from the books are still used, dependence on 

gaming conventions is more pronounced. 

 

The Hobbit seems more inspired by the Sonic Adventure Series games than the 

novel it's named for - unless I missed the part where Bilbo runs around the Shire 

collecting coins and colourful jewels that magically jump into his pockets’ (Bennett, 

2003; from Wallin, 2007). 

 

In The War of the Ring, a real-time strategy game, ‘the textual association drifts into the 

background’ (Wallin 2007:25). The “radical divergence of the narrative form of the novel, 

versus the ‘real time strategy’ style of game play’”, are seen as incompatible. 

 

If there’s any other game that War of the Ring would thank on Oscar Night, it 

would undoubtedly be Warcraft III […] from the menu interface to the bright 

colourful world it’s clear to whom War of the Rings owes its debt of 

inspiration. (Cervantes, 2003; from Wallin, 2007)  

 

Wallin concludes that the inspiration for this game is ‘not the text, as such, but 

transplanting the associations of character and monster to a preset system’ – the 

adaptation simply becomes a sort of Warcraft expansion kit. 
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Summary: Adaptation and Games 

Games that are adapted from existing films, books or other media manage their source 

materials in very different ways. Representational elements from existing IPs – such as 

settings, characters and plot – are the obvious elements to integrate in a game 

adaptation, but the ways in which this is done varies considerably, with different levels 

of creativity and dependence on the source IP. 

 

In some cases only story existents are used and overlaid to existing gaming genres (this 

could be called the minimum approach). Some games also integrate events or whole 

plots from the source narrative, while yet others go even further and add to the existing 

IPs through telling new stories. In the latter case, producers typically draw on the 

possibilities of the source genre, taking into account rules of consistency and often the 

expectations of fans and readers of the source texts, to produce new material that 

‘matches’ the source. 

 

Adapting an existing IP into a game entails the use of a different medium, with different 

devices and conventions. Often the devices of the hypotexts are also ‘remediated’ in 

games with the use of techniques such as ‘cinematic cut scenes’, which in some cases 

can create imbalances when they contrast with the lower visual quality of gameplay and 

discontinue player control. However, they may also serve as useful remediation tools, to 

‘lessen the gap’ between source text and game. 

 

It seems challenging to strike an effective balance between giving too much weight to 

either hypotext or game conventions – a balance which lies somewhere between the 

expectations of the (potentially overlapping) hypotext and game-playing audiences. 
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The narrative of a hypotext – for example plot events, themes or character traits – can 

inspire the development of ludic elements in a game, such as mechanics, challenges or 

resources. Games that draw on the hypotext material in these ways make the most of 

the destination medium without losing sight of the source texts. They manage to 

integrate representational and ludic aspects in an attempted balance between the 

presence of source narrative material and the necessary (tailored) ludic factors that 

actually make a game. 

 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this section is to reflect on the discussions presented in this chapter and 

define the main areas of enquiry and research questions that guided this thesis. 

 

It seems that any study in adaptation needs to depart from a good level of knowledge of 

the hypotext. The following step may be to ask questions around the ‘translation’ of the 

hypotext material: what happens to narrative elements such as the settings, the 

characters and the plot? Which characters are used, which functions do they fulfil, and 

how are their traits revealed?  How much of the source plot is reused and how is new 

content made consistent? Are tone and style modified? 

 

This in turn leads to discussions on what is lost and gained in the move into a game. Do 

the changes lead into any potential challenges or inconsistencies that may clash with 

the expectations of existing audiences? The concepts of ‘fidelity’ or IP consistency 

become very important in analyses of cross-media adaptations. 
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Another area of enquiry is to look at choices of game genre and the integration of the 

hypotext material with gaming conventions and existing ludic structures such as game 

engines. To what extent is the adaptation creative? Is it limited to picking an existing 

game genre and changing settings and backgrounds based on the hypotext, or is there 

more of a creative effort to produce a game based on existing mechanics and ludic 

structures but also innovative and inspired by the source text? 

 

And how are the main themes and effects of the original films, shows or books 

translated into ludic elements? To what extent is the game able to integrate and 

perhaps expand the pleasures of the source text, mixing these with new offers and 

pleasures more specific to the game medium? 

 

It is also important to look at storytelling devices in the game. The game tells a story, 

which is based on narrative elements derived and adapted from its hypotext – but how 

is the story told in the game? Are any new stories told? And how does this storytelling 

intersect with other game offers and activities? Is the whole consistent and integrated? 

 

Linked to both the issues of audience expectations and storytelling devices, there is 

also a need to look at the ways in which the new game hypertext remediates its 

hypotext. Do the producers make an effort to lessen the gap between hypotext and 

hypertext, or does the game depart radically from the hypotext? Which devices are 

absorbed or ‘reused’? 

 

Most studies in adaptation seem to stop short of looking beyond the texts in order to 

achieve a deeper understanding of specific adaptations. One of the main arguments of 

this study is that non-textual factors and forces – although often subtle or invisible – can 
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be extremely important to understand and explain production decisions. For example, 

budgets and editorial guidelines are surely two powerful moulding forces which shape 

most – if not all – games. This means that the analysis needs to include not only a 

discussion of hypertextuality and intertextuality (looking at the influence of both non-

games media and games), but also of the ‘non-textual’ factors that shaped the Muddle 

Earth game. This is done in this thesis primarily by analysing empirical data covering 

the discussions, considerations and decisions of the production team which bring these 

‘non-textual’ factors explicitly to life, but also through discussing other (often less 

explicit) aspects such as wider industry trends or producers’ conceptions of the 

audience. 



The Cross-Media Journey of Muddle Earth                                      47 

Analysis and Discussion 

The Journey Map 

The first section of this chapter includes a description of the book and an analysis of two 

of its main narrative elements – characters and plot structure – in the light of the Hero’s 

Journey model proposed by Vogler. This section also describes the ways in which 

humour is presented in the book, positioning Muddle Earth as a hybrid between two 

narrative genres, fantasy adventure and comedy, as a ‘comedic hero’s journey’. 

 

The second section introduces the TV series and explores the factors which influenced 

its production, such as conceptions about the young audience and practices within the 

children’s media industries. The process of adaptation is analysed with a focus on the 

ways in which the hypotext narrative underwent modifications at the levels of character 

traits and functions, plot structure and effects (humour). 

 

The focus of the third section is on the game. It starts with a discussion of genre choices 

and the use of game engines. This is followed by a contextualisation of the game within 

cross-media strategies, where ‘brand consistency’ is presented as an essential theme 

and as a guiding force in the production of the game. The bulk of the section is 

dedicated to an analysis of the processes of adaptation of characters, plot and humour, 

exploring in some detail continuities and modifications and the challenges of adapting 

into a new medium. 

 

But because the thesis is about a game, the discussion of adaptation also entails 

looking at the specificities of the game as a medium, including the ways in which 
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producers managed the integration of representational materials with ludic elements 

which are closer to the realm of game conventions and player expectations. 

 

The Book 

Muddle Earth (2003) is a humorous fantasy adventure book for children, written by Paul 

Stewart and illustrated by Chris Riddell. It is largely a parody of Tolkien’s The Lord of 

the Rings and tells the story of schoolboy Joe Jefferson, who has a crazy family and an 

essay to write, ‘My Amazing Adventure’. Trying to escape from his noisy home, Joe 

takes his dog to the park, where something magical happens: he falls through some 

kind of hole into what seems to be the interior of a houseboat. 

 

Joe had been summoned to Muddle Earth by the incompetent wizard-in-training Randalf 

the Wise, to become a warrior-hero. All of the other (proper) wizards have mysteriously 

disappeared, leaving Randalf, a truly inept wizard who hardly knows one spell 

(summoning warrior-heroes) with the task of protecting Muddle Earth from the evil plans 

of Dr. Cuddles. But for this, Muddle Earth needs a (reluctant) warrior-hero, Joe, or ‘Joe 

the Barbarian’. Other main characters include Veronica, a sharply sarcastic wise-

cracking budgie and Norbert, a three-eyed kind and clumsy troll. 

 

 

Over the course of the three volumes that make up Muddle Earth, Joe has to go on 

quests and face trolls, dragons, and at last the scheming evil mastermind Dr. Cuddles, 

who lives in Giggle Glade. Although Joe is a warrior-hero there is never much of a fight 

– except with flying wardrobes – and wit and magic end up saving Muddle Earth from Dr 

Cuddles. 
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Muddle Earth, a Hero’s Journey 

The book begins with an illustrated description of the main characters, which starts 

revealing their traits and roles (or functions) in the story (see Appendix 2). This is 

followed by a map, clearly inspired by Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. 

 

  

 

The Hero’s Journey model suggested by Vogler (presented in the Literature Review) 

provides a useful model for the analysis of Muddle Earth – what follows is a brief 

analysis of the book in this light. The model will be used throughout this chapter for the 

analysis of narrative continuities and transformations in the processes of adaptation 

from book, to TV series, and finally to game. 
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Characters and Plot 

Joe is the ‘unwilling’ hero in this story: he is a simple boy who ended up being pulled 

from the ‘ordinary world’ into this magic wacky kingdom which he ultimately wants to 

escape from. He has to put himself to the test, go on journeys and quests with his allies 

Randalf, Veronica and Norbert (the journeying team), and finally defeat Dr. Cuddles, the 

Shadow. 

 

 

The story involves a large amount of journeying and returning to places, and facing 

Threshold Guardians, most of whom are ‘neutral’ but temporarily ‘antagonistic’. These 

are characters such as Engelbert-the-Enormous troll or Margot the dragon, which after 

‘testing’ Joe end up helping him or letting him get what he needs for the next step in the 

journey to defeat Dr. Cuddles. 
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Randalf the Wizard partly wears the ‘mask’ of Mentor, but because this is a parody, he 

is a sort of failed mentor, pretty useless at this role. Joe has to ‘grow’ by himself and 

learn to be brave in this strange world. 

 

The Horned Baron, the lord of the land, ‘hires’ Randalf to solve the problems caused by 

Dr. Cuddles, and Benson, the lord’s butler, fulfils the function of the Herald, bringing 

(bad) news and requests for help from the Horned Baron. 

 

Veronica, one of the Allies in the journeying team, also plays the role of Trickster. With 

her wit and acid sarcasm, she unmasks Randalf and completely demolishes his 

justifications for his failures and cowardly attitude. 

 

The plot in the book is fairly linear, and follows the chronology of the story. One event 

leads to another event, which in turn leads to another event, in a chain of narrative 

blocks formed by kernel and satellite events. However, the development of the plot is 

also shared by different characters, and the focus of the narrative shifts from Joe and 

his allies, to the Horned Baron and his misadventures trying to please his demanding 

wife Ingrid, to Dr. Cuddles’ plans, and to the adventures of a little enchanted tea spoon. 

There are several parallel plots, with different perspectives and protagonists that 

increasingly converge to form a complete puzzle. 

 

The characters in the book, through an initial description of their ‘traits’, but mostly 

through their actions and statements in the narrative, are richly characterised. Our 

knowledge about their qualities and motivations builds up with the story, and these, 

often linked to comedic effect, constituted one of the main pleasures in my reading of 

the book. 
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Humour in Muddle Earth 

One of the difficulties of studying humour is that it is very personal. 

 

Humor has the problematic characteristic of being commonplace yet difficult 

to define: we all know what it is, but we cannot pin it down. (Dormann and 

Biddle, 2009) 

 

In my reading of Muddle Earth, the main sources of humour were the traits and actions 

of a handful of the quirkiest characters. Randalf is a pretty useless bogus wizard. He is 

lazy, cowardly and only cares about sleeping and eating. Nonetheless, thanks to a lot of 

bragging and extreme luck, he manages to half-convince the Horned Baron that he is 

the ‘real deal’ – although Joe does all the hard work. 

 

Veronica’s sarcasm is another great source of entertainment. Her comments – in the 

dozens – disturb Randalf’s ‘mask’, and the little outspoken budgie never misses an 

opportunity to utter sarcastic comments to the great annoyance of Randalf. 

 

Other sources of humour are found in the Horned Baron’s predicaments trying to please 

his unreasonably demanding and hysterical wife, in the types of weird animals with 

funny names and the types of ‘gross’ humour linked to nasty smells and inedible 

delicacies that everyone, except Joe, seems to love. 

 

The TV Series 
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The BBC series consists of two seasons of 13 eleven-minute episodes and is produced 

by the CBBC, making the programme its first ever in-house long-form animation series. 

Topping the voice cast is David Jason, who plays Randalf after a couple of experiences 

playing wizard in other productions8. 

 

 

 

CBBC’s Muddle Earth is presented as a series ‘based on’ the book. In contrast with a 

preceding Jackanory adaptation of Muddle Earth in 2006, the intention was not simply 

to ‘bring the book to life’9 by virtually replicating the story on a new medium. The new 

series, in spite of being strongly inspired by the book, also produces new narrative, 

adding new settings, new characters and new adventures, according to the BBC in line 

with the comedic style and ‘muddled’ essence of the book. Also in a move that contrasts 

with the Jackanory adaptation, the option was for standalone episodes rather than 

feeding into a larger story-arc. Adam from the BBC explained: 

                                                
8 http://www.toonhound.com/muddle.htm, retrieved 9th September 2010. 
9 http://www.bbc.co.uk/pressoffice/pressreleases/stories/2006/11_november/01/jackanory.shtml, retrieved 
9th September 2010. 
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…Because you want to maximise your audience all the time, and because of 

repeat factors and things…. you end to avoid doing a series arc across the 

whole series, because then you’d have to watch episode three to understand 

episode five… that’s something that generally speaking we avoid in kids TV 

business… can’t be sure they’re watching every single episode… which in 

modern climate that just doesn’t tend to happen… 

 

The scattered nature of children’s media consumption and the onus on audiences justify 

the decision for self-contained episodes. The structure of the episodes is summed up in 

the theme song: 

 

Come to a world of great wonder and merriment 

Borne out of magic, its name, Muddle Earth 

A wizard called Randalf and Newt, his apprentice 

Defend it from evil for all that they're worth 

 

An evil blue teddy bear called Dr Cuddles 

Is constantly trying to take over this land 

The Horned Baron pays up and Randalf is made up 

And somehow it always works out in the end 

 

Muddle Earth is a magic kingdom 

Muddle Earth, full of monsters and mayhem and more 
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Although many episodes are based on events from the book, there is no hero’s journey 

in the TV series, no grand quest to get the hero back home, to Vogler’s ‘ordinary world’. 

Joe, the human boy and reluctant warrior-hero, is replaced by Newt, a human-like boy 

who is simply there, playing the role of Randalf’s wizard apprentice, as a ‘willing’ hero. 

 

   

 

The settings in the series are very similar to those described in the book, and there is a 

map which looks almost identical. The main difference is the addition of a place called 

‘Fairy Valley’, which according to the game producers is the result of the BBC’s attempt 

to make the series attractive to both boys and girls. 

 

Adam explained that the BBC needs to create content to reach broad audiences and 

although some projects may be targeted at niche groups, overall, across all portfolios, 

there is a need ‘to equally reach as diverse an audience as it’s reflected… as it exists in 

British society basically’. Adam explained that: 

 

The original book is definitely with a boys skewing, very much so. But the 

adaptation… they’ve tried to reach both boys and girls… There was the 

addition of new characters… there’s the fairies, and Pesticide, and a new 

location called Fairy Valley … to make it more girl-friendly. 
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There are two main assumptions at work here: first, girls do not generally enjoy the 

book; second, they will enjoy the series because it includes female characters in the 

form of fairies. However, this is not a straightforward ‘solution’. The new characters from 

Fairy Valley diverge from common fairy stereotypes in different directions. They include 

a group of three vain and annoying fairies who look a lot like Sharpay and her friends 

The Sharpettes from High School Musical10 and Pesticide, a sort of Emo fairy with some 

resemblances to the types of punk fairies found in the Artemis Fowl series (2003-

2010)11. 

 

 

 

It is clear that the conceptions of gender, looks and style (and associated personal 

traits) played an important role in the inclusion of these new female characters. 

Although it would be certainly interesting to explore the production considerations and 

discussions behind these, the TV producers were not interviewed for this study. 

Whatever their meanings, two points are clear: considerations about audience reach 

played an important role in the transformations from book into TV, and these were 

influenced by conceptions of the audience (including gender preferences) held by 

producers. 

                                                
10 See http://high-school-musical.wikia.com/wiki/Sharpay_Evans, [10/12/2010] 
11 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artemis_Fowl_(series) [10/12/2010] 



The Cross-Media Journey of Muddle Earth                                      57 

 

Character functions and traits 

The series episodes are short and have simpler plot structures than the book. Although 

it could hardly be classed as a ‘hero’s journey’, the series does share some structural 

elements with the hero’s journey model, and contains characters which nonetheless 

fulfil similar functions, and which can be classified using the character archetypes 

described by Vogler. 

 

Joe is the new hero and main protagonist, who still has in Randalf a part-mentor, part-

ally, and Norbert and Veronica as his journeying allies. Benson, the butler, is still the 

herald for the Horned Baron’s calls for help, and Dr. Cuddles is still the Shadow. 

 

Pesticide, one of the new main protagonists, could be seen as a kind of Shapeshifter, 

which Vogler describes as ‘shifting and unstable’ in nature: 

 

Shapeshifters change appearance or mood, and are difficult for the audience 

and the hero to pin down. They may mislead the hero or keep her guessing, 

and their loyalty or sincerity is often in question. (2007:60) 

 

Pesticide helps both Dr. Cuddles and the hero, and she occupies a blurred stance, 

neither on the side of good or evil. Although she is typically sulky, her mood can rapidly 

swing – she is portrayed as an unstable character, somewhat in line with popular 

stereotypes of the complex unintelligible teenager. 

 

Overall characters retain similar functions but at the level of ‘traits’ there are some 

noticeable transformations. Randalf becomes more of a ‘genuine’ wizard. Even though 
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in the book he is really an apprentice disguised as a great wizard (he is indeed a farce), 

in the series he is closer to being a true mentor for Newt, departing from the cowardly 

and lazy Randalf of the book. Nevertheless his spell-making skills are still far from 

perfect (which still constitutes a source of humour). 

 

   

 

Veronica loses a lot of her sharpness, and although she still drops the odd comment 

about Randalf’s failures, these are not half as acid as in the book. With her new softer 

manners she is less of a trickster. 

 

The TV series reveals both continuities with, and transformations from the book. The 

characters that made the jump kept similar functions but some had their traits changed, 

and overall there is a lower level of characterisation. New characters were added, some 

of which due to considerations linked to audience reach and a perceived balance in the 

attractiveness of the series for both boys and girls. The move from Joe to Newt 

terminates any relation to the ‘real’ world and avoids any link with ‘warriors’ or fighting, 

opting for what could be seen as a more child-friendly or politically-correct ‘magic’ 

theme, arguably more in line with BBC policies and the tastes of young audiences 

exposed to other recent cross-media successes such as Harry Potter. 
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Humour 

The style of humour in the series is akin to the types of humour found in the book, but 

the more sarcastic types of comedy are used less frequently. The touchpoints for 

humour are found in the use of ridiculous, gross and ‘muddled’ events, but the series 

makes more use of new devices, such as slapstick situations or the crazy evil laughter 

for Dr. Cuddles, made possible by the new medium and its multimodal nature (text, 

speech, moving image, sound). 

 

Randalf’s more heroic attitude and Veronica’s softening make the series a lot less 

sarcastic and, in my opinion, less humorous. However this is my very own reading and 

perhaps it could alternatively be said that the series is still humorous, but resorting to 

different comedic devices possibly more adapted to its young audience. 

 

The Game 

Cross-media Strategy 

The creation of a Muddle Earth game is linked to the BBC’s cross-media strategy for 

children’s content, clearly patent for other IPs such as Tracy Beaker, which has an 

extensive online offer beyond the TV show. This is a strategy that has become an 

established practice for large children’s media corporations such as Disney, 

Nickelodeon and Cartoon Network. 

 

But why was this particular IP selected, and not others? Adam, the Commissioner, 

explained why the BBC decided to produce a Muddle Earth game: 
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The book is a very popular book. And at the time there was a requirement for 

the commissioning of a slightly older skewing 8 to 9 year-olds [show]… that 

would be high in comedy, and they wanted to produce an animated series 

based on that book. There was an audience benefit from this. 

 

Adam added that the production of the TV series coincided with a need felt by the 

BBC to develop their experience in the production of virtual worlds. 

 

… This was at a period where virtual worlds were becoming very popular for 

that age group, and the BBC deemed it appropriate to explore how best to do 

virtual worlds for that age group, and that was a kind of property […] that we 

effectively owned that we could do it very effectively with […] so it was an 

audience benefit thing, we tend to whenever we make a show, we would 

naturally want a sizeable online experience also available to that audience, 

because obviously kids don’t just watch TV any more.. 

 

This statements clearly show the importance of cross-media strategies for the BBC, in a 

world where children are increasingly consuming media across different platforms. On 

the other hand, Muddle Earth was the CBBC’s first in-house production and this high 

profile of the series – allied with the fact that the BBC actually owned the IP – seem to 

have played an important role in the decision to develop its online presence. 

 

On the other hand, the very nature of the source material – which was seen as 

providing a good fit with the conventions of virtual worlds – was also relevant since it 

met the BBC’s requirement to explore the creation of virtual worlds for children. 
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The other important factor at play was ‘audience benefit’: it made sense to produce a 

TV series based on a popular book, and to create a virtual world based on a TV series 

which would be watched by large amounts of children on BBC and CBBC. For the BBC, 

the game was essentially an extension of an existing IP, a ‘complement to the series 

[…] where players can interact with the world and characters’ (BBC, 2009A). 

 

 

 

Genre Choice 

The game producers were asked about their views on the best way to classify the 

game. The BBC moved away from an ‘MMO / virtual world’ as described in initial design 

documents to suggesting the term ‘quest-based virtual world’, a definition which points 

to the ludic and social dimensions of the game: 

 

…a virtual world is something where people come in and can socialize together, 

which I think it is more what this is, but with the quest element, so it’s a game… 
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As a ‘game’, Muddle Earth is not simply a social ‘hang out’ space. There are goals, 

resources and achievements, and this is what makes it a game, albeit with ‘socialising’ 

offers. Members of the Dubit team used two terms with similar meanings: ‘casual virtual 

world’ and ‘small world’. The decision to produce a ‘quest-based virtual world’ was in 

part linked to the characteristics of its source texts, as the BBC team explained: 

 

 We kind of felt it really lent itself to a virtual world. It is about questing; it is about 

adventures… the world is beautifully created for that kind of game. 

 

The IP was seen as very gamifiable. For the BBC team, the creation of a Muddle Earth 

virtual world was in a way a kind of ‘obvious adaptation’, in which the existence of ‘a 

pretty full world anyway, with locations and a map’ provided a ‘nice and easy blueprint 

to work from’. Phil added that: 

 

It’s sort of a natural step for the brand to have a big quest-driven, big story, and 

also in terms of how the game looked and played it was very much driven by the 

artistic style of the animation… it had nice, rich, beautiful backgrounds drawn to, 

that sort of point-and-click Monkey Island thing worked really well with that… 

 

The perception was that the type of ‘hero’s journey’ story told in the Muddle Earth texts 

made it appropriate for a sort of hybrid between a ‘point-and-click’ and a virtual world, 

which is one of the reasons why Dubit, specialists in virtual worlds, were selected to 

produce the game, building it on top of their Dubit Platform game engine. 

 

Game Engines: the ‘Invisible’ Structure 
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All computer games are built on invisible pillars of code. Muddle Earth was developed 

‘on top’ of the Dubit Platform12 for virtual worlds. According to the Dubit team, 80-90% of 

the code for Muddle Earth is based on the platform. The five mini-games constituted the 

largest custom development work, whilst other code changes were ‘small extensions to 

Dubit’s existing technology’. 

 

The Dubit Platform is described by Dubit as ‘supporting all the core features casual 

worlds require, including shops, points, quests, persistence, game APIs, currency and 

inventories’ (Dubit, 2009). The Platform consists essentially of a scripting language 

called GAML (Game Application Mark-up Language) and a series of game engines: 

Physics and Collision Engine, Persistence Engine, Quest Engine and Conversation 

Engine. 

 

The build of a virtual world starts from a default basic (but fully functional) mini-world 

which contains all of the Dubit Platform mechanics. This mini-world is then changed and 

enlarged until it becomes a new bespoke virtual world. 

 

Muddle Earth shares a structure with other Dubit virtual worlds. The platform is a kind of 

crystallisation of the ‘casual virtual world’ genre, one which evolves and develops with 

the build of new virtual worlds through the accumulation of bespoke components from 

different projects. 

 

Muddle it: Brand Consistency 

                                                
12 You can read more about the platform on http://www.dubitplatform.com 
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Interestingly, and somehow atypically, the TV series on which the game is ‘based’ had 

not been entirely produced when the process of building the game started. This meant 

that the teams producing the game enjoyed a mix of freedom and lack of orientation for 

not having a finished text to use as reference – the main sources were the series’ bible 

and character biographies. 

 

This ‘growing up together’ created an interesting situation where there was room for 

iteration between game producers and TV producers, and access to the series 

illustrators and animators, who produced artwork assets for both TV and game. 

Although the series was undoubtedly the main source for the game, the producers 

explained that the book was also used ‘to fill any gaps’. 

 

 

 

Throughout the empirical stages of research it became evident that, as the BBC team 

put it, ‘staying on brand’ was an essential prerequisite. This meant that the Muddle 

Earth game should be consistent with the series, a requirement which partly explains 
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why the BBC approached all possible suppliers with a very detailed concept13. 

According to the BBC team, keeping a good level of fidelity to the source material was 

fundamental: ‘this new show was coming up, it had to be very faithful, we had to be sure 

the characters and everything was on brand’. 

 

This consistency was partly guaranteed by the use of assets from the series and by the 

use of the same animation technology, with the BBC exerting a tight control over any 

new content added during production. The ‘approval’ process for new content became 

well established and a member of the Dubit team coined a new verb to refer to this 

process of revision: 

 

We’ll get the basic copy to you so you can muddle it. 

 

This new phrase captured the spirit of the revision, feedback and approval operations 

taking place. To muddle new content meant ‘making it consistent with the original IP’. 

Other similar expressions were used by the Dubit team, including Muddle Lore and 

Muddle Life. 

 

These terms resonate with a finding reported by Bennett and Woollacott (1987) in a 

case study of the making of the Bond film The Spy Who Loved Me. In this case, the 

production team used the phrase ‘Bondian’ to mean ‘in the spirit of James Bond’. 

The Bond films were seen as a distinctive formula, a specific genre of film, kept into 

a pattern, and a great deal of discussion between members of the production team 

centred on the provision of ‘Bondian effects’ (179-182). 

 
                                                
13 The other reasons are linked to keeping a tighter control over timelines, particularly as they were using 
‘limited resources’ and had to adhere to a defined budget. 
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In the case of Muddle Earth, the production requirement to stick to the Muddle Earth 

‘formula’ or ‘stay on brand’ made its way to specific areas such as using the same font 

or ‘magical looking font’; drawing game components in the same style as the series; 

creating a sign-up web page using the same kind of Muddle Earth language and style; 

and avoiding icons that stray off brand – for example, an initial shopping trolley used as 

the icon for ‘shop’ was later replaced by a wicker basket. 

 

The notion of fidelity discussed by Stam (2000) seems to acquire renewed significance 

and meaning in the context of cross-media strategies. In this context, one talks of fidelity 

not to a single text, but to a brand which may already be spread across different media. 

Instead of ‘fidelity’ it seems more adequate to talk about ‘brand consistency’ or ‘IP 

consistency’. 

 

Brand consistency as an operational concept 

Although it is clear that staying ‘on brand’ was imperative, it is still not absolutely clear 

what staying ‘on brand’ or ‘brand consistency’ actually meant. An analysis of the 

empirical data suggests that this ‘brand consistency’ is never fully defined a priori, and 

instead emerges and becomes more clearly defined when discussing specific and 

concrete examples such as the use of a certain icon or the copy for a NPC dialogue. 

Brand consistency is more of a process than a rigorously defined and closed concept. It 

is seen ‘at work’, for example when muddling new content. 

 

The concept is hard to pin down because it covers a wide range of not only reasonably 

objective aspects, such as visual consistency (referring to form), but also more or less 

subjective areas such as tone, style and effects (more to do with content). 
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Consistency in ‘form’ 

We may start with an analysis of the more obvious aspects of brand consistency, linked 

to ‘form’, and then move on to the more complex aspects of content and effects. What is 

meant by ‘form’ is the kind of surface associations between the series and the game. 

 

The visual similarities between the game and the TV series are evident. The texts use 

the same animation technologies and share artwork assets, locations, names, 

characters, sounds and music. According to Krzywinska (2003), the sharing of assets 

and the use of technologies that lessen the gaps between source film and game are 

important remediation strategies that facilitate standing up to audience expectations. 

 

In this sense, the Muddle Earth game generally achieves a high level of visual 

remediation. At the level of sound there is a larger gap between series and game – 

instead of having audible voices, all characters ‘speak’ through the use of speech 

bubbles (a device remediated from comics which is common in virtual worlds). This 

sound gap is particularly significant when the series features the voice of a famous actor 

who has played several roles as wizard. At a more personal level, it was a 

disappointment not to be able to hear Dr. Cuddles’ evil maniac laughter, which for me 

was one of the funniest things in the series. 

 

Consistency in ‘content’ 

It is also important to investigate the extent to which the game – in a specific medium 

with its own conventions and devices – was made more or less consistent with the 

content and effects of an existing IP originating from a different media. 
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How are characters portrayed and what roles do they play in the new text? How can the 

game translate a certain type of humour or other pleasures from its source texts? Are 

these consistent with the series? And also, what new pleasures can it offer? In order to 

answer these questions the analysis reverts first to the use of narrative theory, and then 

moves to the field of games studies. 

 

Narrative: Consistency and Contrasts 

The aim of this section is to explore the ways in which the more complex narrative 

elements of the hypotext – characters, plot, style and effects – were translated to, and 

integrated with game devices and offers. This requires a discussion of the ways in 

which producers managed both representational and ludic resources and the 

specificities and limitations of the destination medium, whilst also considering the 

requirement to keep a good level of brand consistency. 

 

The narrative analysis covers the continuities and modifications at the level of character 

traits and functions and plot structure (revisiting the hero’s journey model), and includes 

a discussion of the changes occurring at the level of effects and pleasures, with 

particular attention to humour. The focus here is on ‘authored narrative’, the narrative 

that is embedded in the game-as-designed by the producers (not ‘emergent’ or ‘player’ 

narrative). 

 

But before embarking on this analysis it is important to understand what storytelling 

devices were at the disposal of the game producers because these resources frame the 

ways in which the narrative from the source texts could be adapted. 
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Storytelling and questing in Muddle Earth 

When players start the game they are presented with a short backstory. According to 

the Dubit producers the objective of these initial screens is that they ‘will help lead 

people into the story. This is all part of making sure people know why they’re in the 

world’. The initial story is important to start the narrative but also, from a ludic 

perspective, to provide motivation and a role to the player, whilst still keeping some 

level of suspense. 

 

Beyond the initial backstory, all narrative in the game is offered to players via questing, 

through the use of NPC dialogues and a few scripted events to tell the story’. 

 

After the initial tutorial players are invited to complete a first quest, which chains into 

another quest, and then another quest in a large set of chained quests which the 

producers called ‘the main quest’ or ‘large adventure’. This main quest ‘provides a large 

body of gameplay for the virtual world and an overarching storyline’ (BBC, 2009A). 

 

The quest system is made up of blocks of action and narrative. By completing quests 

and sub-quests, each with their own sets of objectives, the player moves the plot 

forward. The completion of quests can be seen as the kernel events of the game 

narrative, whilst sub-quests and minor objectives constitute satellite events. 

 

The questing system was built in three stages. According to Sean, one of the 

developers, it started with a questing story arc provided by the BBC, with ‘happenings 

that make sense in the world’; 
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The next stage was when ‘we built it up into a quest when some things had to 

come out as they don’t result on anything, and then build it up into the 

components that make a quest, so… which bits are going to be an NPC chat, 

which bits are going to be collectables in the world, what things you need to 

pick up to get to someone else, and how that all affects the things and the 

interface. 

 

Questing is not a ‘separate’, stand-alone offer in the game – in fact nearly all of the 

game’s activities are linked up to questing. A quest in Muddle Earth will typically involve: 

journeying; chatting to a NPC; finding or getting an object, often from another NPC; 

returning it to the first NPC; and playing one or more mini-games with specific targets. 

Questing indeed forms a large slice of gameplay in the Muddle Earth game – it is no 

wonder that the BBC producers called it a ‘quest-based virtual world’. 

 

It is trough questing that the story unveils, and this is the game offer that places players 

closer to the type of comedic fantasy adventure offers from the game’s source texts. 

The quest system is the main ‘bridging’ element between the representational resources 

linked to the source narrative and the ludic structures of the game. Questing intersects 

storytelling and plot development with ludic game offers – in order to develop the plot 

and disclose the next part of the story players have to engage in ludic activities. 

 

Characters: functions and traits 

Characters and plot have been traditionally the focus in studies of adaptation (Stam, 

2000). Here, special attention is given to characters and plot not only because they form 

essential parts of the narrative, but also because these were subjected to the most 

interesting and deeper transformations in the adaptation process. 
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This section starts with an analysis of NPCs, looking at their dramatic functions and 

traits, and comparing these to those found in the source texts. The Hero’s Journey 

model is used as a framework for analysis. Since the ‘genre’ of Muddle Earth also 

includes ‘comedy’ – it is defined as a ‘high-comedy fantasy adventure’ – the changes in 

characters and plot will also be analysed with reference to the ways in which humorous 

effects are attempted in the game, contrasting these to the humour devices used in the 

source texts. For the BBC it was important to carry the ‘rules and comedy of the series’ 

(BBC, 2009A), which means that Muddle humour was an important element of ‘brand 

consistency’. 

 

All of the main characters of the TV series have made their way into the game, where 

many of them fulfil similar dramatic functions for plot development, primarily through the 

questing system. Randalf is still the Mentor who welcomes the hero, teaches him what 

to do in the ‘magic world’, and progresses most of the quests – and thereby storytelling. 

Dr. Cuddles is the Shadow, whose plans threaten to unbalance Muddle Earth and call 

for the action of the hero. Benson is still the Herald, a messenger for the Horned Baron; 

large ogres and dragons are still Threshold Guardians; and Norbert and Veronica are 

still Allies. 

 

However, some of the characters lose their narrative significance and become mostly 

an accessory presence in the game. This is the case for Newt and Pesticide, who in the 

series are main protagonists but in the game have a very passive role. Newt can be 

approached to launch a mini-game and every so often waves at passers-by, and 

Pesticide has to be approached in a couple of sub-quests. 
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In a way these main protagonists are replaced by the new hero – the player – who can 

customise his or her avatar to look similar to Newt or Pesticide. This seems to create a 

certain inconsistency: the player becomes the hero, but the hero from the series is still 

there, albeit fulfilling a very different role. On the other hand, and because Muddle Earth 

is a multiplayer game, now the world has multiple heroes, all of whom can be the 

saviours of the land. 

 

The player-avatar is responsible for the overwhelming majority of the action and plot 

development. NPCs are mostly standing in fixed locations, sometimes uttering pre-

programmed phrases, but largely ‘waiting’ to be clicked by the player to interact in a pre-

scripted conversation. To a large extent, the new hero monopolises the action at the 

expense of the contribution from other characters. 

 

In spite of a reduced importance in terms of their role in ‘live’ narrative events, all NPCs 

fulfil some type of ludic function – there is a reason for them to be in the game, in a 

specific location, playing a specific role. Most of them must be approached at specific 

stages in the main quest in order to set goals or complete quests or sub-quest 

objectives, thus fulfilling a function equivalent to ‘checkpoints’ for plot development. 

NPCs can also launch mini-games, engage in brief pre-defined conversations, or 

challenge the player to mini-quests. 

 

Another important difference between the book, the series and the game is related to 

characterisation. The book manages to build a picture of character traits that is not 

achieved to the same extent in the series and even less so in the game. Veronica, for 

example, becomes mostly a silent budgie in stark opposition to the book. She has no 

more than a couple of dialogue lines in the whole game and only once does she utter a 
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sarcastic comment about Randalf and his actions. Randalf is also less of a ‘failure’, and 

more of an accomplished and ready-for-action wizard, although he still gets it wrong and 

manages to create a ‘Slightly-Seeing-Pie’ instead of an ‘All-Seeing-Eye’. In the game, 

characterisation is fairly thin, which means that players – unless they have read other 

texts in the Muddle Earth metaverse – will hardly get under the skin of the characters. 

 

Consequences for humour 

The weaker traits and limited actions of NPCs have significant consequences for the 

creation of humorous effects in the game. Whilst in the book humour is closely linked to 

the ‘qualities’ and ‘failures’ of characters such as Randalf, Norbert and Veronica, in the 

game they are mostly checkpoints waiting to be interacted with. 

 

The difference in traits and actions of NPCs and characters of previous Muddle Earth 

texts was also mentioned by the producers during the build, when there was an attempt 

to make Veronica more active, following on feedback from the TV team: 

 

I’ve just been asked is there a way Veronica can be in an NPC chat with 

another NPC as a lot of the humour comes from her saying things about what 

other characters have said. 

 

Some kinds of humour effects present in the series (such as close-ups of funny 

character expressions, falls or funny voices) are not translated into the game, where 

humour is mostly ‘verbal’, and presented in dialogues and text. Sean, one of the Dubit 

developers explained: 
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We’re limited in how many animations, and what kind of animations we can 

put in, because of memory, and because of development time, so it kind of 

put slapstick and those types of humour out of the window, but it lets us play 

with language quite a lot, so that’s the kind of thing  we can put as much text 

as we want, which works fine with Muddle Earth, because there’s loads of 

verbal humour. 

 

The lack of character voices (and Dr. Cuddles’ laughter) and expressions, the 

generalised lack of movement, and an anchored spotlight on the avatar-hero provide 

few opportunities for NPCs to do anything funny. All they can do to be funny is to look 

funny or ‘say’ funny things through speech bubbles. 

 

Humour in the game is also achieved through devices greatly influenced by the point-

and-click type of ‘graphical adventure’ such as Escape from Monkey Island (2000). 

These include dialogue with NPCs, the inspection of objects in the game world (often by 

trying to speak to or grab unanimated objects) and nonsensical avatar actions such as 

entering a house and impossibly leaving through another house some distance away. 

 

The player can also read the ridiculous titles of tens of books; hear (i.e. read) the 

nonsensical conversation between a group of mushrooms; chat to exploding gas frogs 

stuck inside a jar; or move the cursor to see the eyes of a post-elf cross or go around in 

circles. Finally, there are humorous events in the quests (for example when an anti-

hairy antidote potion is to strong and makes everyone bold, giving the local charlatan a 

chance to open a wig section in his shop) and also funny sounds and images in some of 

the mini-games, including a slow-motion defeat cry from your computer-controlled 

opponents in the Food Fight game. 
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Humour is thus achieved through a mix of verbal and visual channels, using devices 

and techniques that are partly imported or remediated from other media (such as 

comics for the speech bubble dialogues) and partly specific to the games medium (such 

as trying to grab objects that cannot be grabbed). Overall the efforts of producers were 

to keep the humour on brand, which meant having a style of humour similar to the 

series: generally nonsensical, ridiculous and ‘muddled’. 

 

Plot structure 

Plot development in the game is offered to the players via the quest system. In this 

section the structure of the plot is compared to that of the game’s hypotexts, using the 

Hero’s Journey model as the main comparative framework, but also looking at other 

structural similarities and contrasts. 

 

The game’s ‘main quest’14 takes inspiration from some events that take place in the 

book and in the series, but also adds new events which follow a similar theme. 

According to the BBC producers there was an obvious need to add some novelty while 

maintaining a good level of ‘brand consistency’: 

 

And you just can’t take what’s in the series and then replicate that in the game 

because otherwise everyone would know what’s happening… there’d be no 

surprise… that was quite a significant challenge […] to create something – 

believable scenarios – that could easily be happening in the world of Muddle 

Earth, but that hadn’t actually been in the series. 

 
                                                
14 See Appendix 4 for a complete storyline and wireframe of the questing system in the game, including 
story events, ludic goals and actions required to progress. 
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The plot structure is also longer than that found in the TV series episodes, and more in 

line with the Hero’s Journey of the book, where a complex story arc builds up to the 

moment of defeating Dr. Cuddles. 

 

The main quest represents perhaps some 5-7 hours of continuous play, depending on 

skill and games literacy. This ‘longer’ story arc could probably be narrated in 10-15 

minutes, depending on the level of detail provided. However, in games, the time of the 

narrative usually coincides with the present time of play, and players are typically 

required to perform the kinds of activities – for example travelling to another location – 

which in a book and TV series can be abbreviated or altogether jumped. 

 

Jumping parts of a causal sequence of narrative events can also be done in games, for 

example through the use of cut scenes or different levels which abbreviate large chunks 

of story. However, this does not happen in Muddle Earth, where the player action is 

always ‘live’ and in the present. 

 

According to the production team the intermittent way in which games are played, 

allowing a player to ‘dip’ in and out, save progress and catch up in the following session, 

allows for longer story arcs than most episodes of TV series aimed at children. In the 

case of Muddle Earth this meant a sort of return to the longer plot structure of the book 

– albeit in a mix of narrative blocks with ludic activities – in a new Hero’s Journey. 

 

The player can be seen as the new Hero who is coming from the ‘ordinary world’ into 

the magic kingdom of Muddle Earth, to assume a leading role in an adventure, and until 

the player leaves the computer and gets back to the ‘ordinary world’. The player, as 

hero and learner, has to be initiated and motivated by a Mentor, who guides him 
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through the questing. There are Threshold Guardians to overcome, Allies who provide 

the Hero with knowledge and objects, and a Shadow to be defeated at the end, thus re-

establishing balance and order in the land. 

 

Parallel plots versus player anchoring 

The plot in hero’s journeys typically presents chronologically causally-linked events. 

This happens in all three media, and in the game it is translated into a quest system of 

chained tasks and goals which have to be completed in a specific order15. 

 

The ‘monopolisation’ of action by the player means that he is responsible for developing 

the vast majority of the plot. In some instances, the player is also informed, through 

NPC dialogue and/or scripted events, that some event has taken place (usually linked to 

the actions by Dr. Cuddles). However, these events are never shown ‘live’ as they 

happen; the player is simply informed that something has already taken place. Besides 

these short pieces of information linked to ‘kernel’ events in the plot development, there 

is no room for the type of parallel plotting found in both the book and the TV series. In 

both these media, the action is shared by a number of characters, with different scenes 

contributing to the narrative. The focus on the player makes it difficult to tell the types of 

parallel stories that appear in the book, like the one about the little enchanted teaspoon, 

initially intriguing, but finally converging with the main narrative ‘path’ of the Hero. 

 

One of the pleasures of reading or watching films is to try and find the links between 

these seemingly separated streams, mixed with a feeling that viewers hold important 

information, and want to see how it all comes together, like at the apotheosis of an 

Agatha Christie’s mystery thriller. 

                                                
15 Except for some minor objectives which can be completed in a random order. 
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Mass appeal and targeted game offers 

In Muddle Earth – as in many other virtual worlds – the player is given a high level of 

choice and can select different activities to engage with. For the production teams the 

diversity of offers was important to attract diverse audiences with different tastes. Adam 

from the BBC explained his perspective on this subject: 

 

The game comes back to capturing two different audiences, there are 

people who aren’t interested in playing two-ton quest games… but then 

there’s a whole lot of other people, especially people who watch the series, 

who would be into doing that. 

 

Besides trying to meet the expectations of viewers and readers who would look for a 

story, the BBC also had an explicit intention to produce a game that contained a range 

of diverse offers to engage with children who enjoy games in different ways. Phil linked 

the game design to an understanding, supported by previous research, of different 

‘demographics’ and their tastes, whereas the Dubit team linked different playing 

‘careers’ to the introduction of specific game offers. For the BBC aiming at ‘mass 

appeal’ was important to attract larger audiences. 

 

The Golden Path 

In spite of the ‘openness’ and variety of game offers described above, the producers 

nonetheless did direct players to questing. After all, this provided ‘a large body of 

gameplay for the virtual world and an over arching storyline’. 
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The game design literature uses the term ‘golden path’ to describe the ‘ideal’ path that 

designers want players to take in a given game (Bateman, 2007). Games are often 

designed around this idea, and producers use a range of techniques and resources to 

attract the player to the envisaged ‘golden path’. 

 

In Muddle Earth this was achieved in three ways: player avatars would sometimes ‘talk 

to themselves’ to say they had to perform certain actions; the player ‘book’ contained a 

record of any quest being completed, pointing out which objectives were still 

outstanding; and finally post-elves would bring messages from Randalf reminding 

players to finish their quests. 

 

These ‘prompts’ or ‘reminders’ kept players closer to the story, and arguably to the 

Muddle Earth ‘brand’. However, there were also other activities beyond questing and 

storytelling that producers wanted kids to engage with. The next section explores the 

extent to which these offers, in the context of the game as an adaptation, were also 

influenced by the Muddle Earth IP. 

 

Adaptation beyond Storytelling 

In the context of an adaptation study, narrative and in-game storytelling are the most 

obvious places to look for the influence of a game’s hypotexts. However, game 

adaptations can also use the resources provided by the original IPs and their stories as 

inspiration for other (mostly ludic) aspects of the game. In the case of Muddle Earth this 

influence is seen in game mechanics, resources and economies. 
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The magic theme was turned into an important resource similar to the mana of 

MMORPGs. In Muddle Earth you can only use your wand when you have magic, which 

is essential to complete certain activities. The game’s currency comes in the form of 

Muckles which the hero receives as reward for completing quests; the main difference is 

that in the book it is Randalf who gets all the money. The ‘collectables’ are objects or 

animals derived from the book and series, such as spell pages or bat-birds. 

 

The five mini-games on offer in the virtual world are either inspired by actual events in 

the series (some of which in turn derived from the book), or revolve around the theme of 

‘magic’. The player’s avatar can for example engage in a food fight game inspired by 

similar events in the series, ride on Margot the dragon and cook weird types of food or 

prepare spells. 

 

All of these games, with relatively simple mechanics and duration similar to other Flash 

games found on game portals, draw on the conventions and formats from existing titles 

or genres, from helicopter flying games16  to ‘aim, power and shoot’ games17 and 

colour-matching games18. 

 

These mini-games are in a way detached from the story arc (when played separately), 

but on the other – when specific game levels or missions have to be achieved – link up 

with the narrative as part of sub-quests. 

 

There was a clear and explicit preoccupation from producers to tie the different offers of 

the game together, and to put in all the Muddle stamp of approval, in order to provide as 
                                                
16 http://www.addictinggames.com/helicopter.html 
17 See for example www.tigerflashgames.com/games/?id=193, which was used as a reference by the 
BBC team. 
18 http://www.miniclip.com/games/magic-balls/en/ 
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seamless as possible a playing experience. The influence of the source IP is seen 

across all offers, not just narrative and representational aspects, but also in the ludic 

structures and activities offered in the game. 
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Conclusions 

Games and Adaptation 

This study of the Muddle Earth game revealed the ways in which this adaptation was 

influenced by a series of hypertextual, intertextual and extratextual processes and 

factors. 

 

The game is based on a TV series, which in turn is also an adaptation of a book, which 

in turn is a parody of Tolkien’s work. All these texts are influenced by a web of 

intertextual references which link them to other books, films and further media and 

cultural forms. 

 

But being a game, Muddle Earth was also influenced by other games, some explicitly 

stated by the production team, others in a more or less implicit way by drawing 

inspiration from tried formats, techniques and conventions. The very platform on which 

the game was built is a sort of crystallisation of the casual virtual world genre aimed at 

children, which makes Muddle Earth structurally similar to other virtual worlds. 

 

But the virtual world was also clearly shaped by factors that fall out of any text or 

intertext. I suggest terming these the extratextual factors that mould any media text. 

Extratextuality encompasses the types of areas typically investigated by political 

economy, social semiotics and the sociology of science and technology. It includes 

technological, cultural, social, economical and ideological factors, such as industry 

trends and practices, audience considerations, development budgets, business 

strategies, editorial guidelines and the accumulated experiences, views, knowledge and 

assumptions of its producers. Although less visible, and certainly more difficult to grasp 
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without access to producers and production documents, these factors have a major role 

to play in the development of most games. 

 

Cross-media strategies 
Cross-media strategies have become an essential element in the landscape of 

children’s media and a powerful driving force for the games industry. Within a context of 

scattered media consumption across multiple platforms and channels, a mass use of 

the Internet and an emphasis on interactivity and audience choice, online games and 

virtual worlds are increasingly seen as an essential part of children’s media IPs. 

 

From an industry perspective, games that are based on existing IPs can reduce 

production risks by tapping into existing audiences, as well as offering many 

opportunities, from direct revenue streams, to digital touchpoints for consumers of 

existing IPs, and as tools for the promotion and marketing of new IPs. 

 

For the BBC, creating an online presence for their most popular IPs has become an 

established practice. Muddle Earth was chosen partly because it is an IP owned by the 

BBC and partly because the series was seen as a suitable ‘blueprint’ to explore the 

creation of virtual worlds (identified as a need for BBC Children). The choice of this IP 

was also determined by considerations related to audience benefits: the rationale was 

that since the book is popular, it would attract audiences to the TV series, which in turn 

would feed audiences into the game. However, in order to achieve this, the game had to 

live up to the expectations set up by its source texts, thus aiming to provide a seamless 

journey through the Muddle Earth IP universe across different media. Staying ‘on 

brand’, which loosely meant following the ‘rules’ of the source material, was an 

important preoccupation which informed the creation of all content. 
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Brand consistency 
The BBC producers of the game and the TV series acted as brand gatekeepers who 

placed a ‘stamp of approval’ on any new content created. This process became known 

as muddling content. 

 

Brand consistency, however, is not an unproblematic concept. In the case of Muddle 

Earth, it was never fully defined and instead often only emerged in operation, when new 

content was going trough the processes of revision, feedback and Muddle approval. 

 

Different levels of consistency 
Defining and assessing ‘consistency’ was relatively straightforward at the surface level 

of form, but became increasingly complex when moving towards the deeper level of 

content, tone, style and effects. 

 

The adaptation of the Muddle Earth series into a game involved the use of shared 

assets and the same animation technology, which allowed the game to achieve a good 

level of surface (mostly visual) remediation, thereby bridging possible gaps with the 

series and facilitating the satisfaction of some audience expectations.  

 

However, the level of ‘surface’ remediation could have been higher had the game used 

actor voices rather than speech bubbles. 

 

Conducting an assessment of brand consistency at the level of content was a more 

complex endeavour. Recurring to the use of narrative concepts, the research explored 



The Cross-Media Journey of Muddle Earth                                      85 

the processes of adaptation of characters and plot – linking these to style, tone and 

effect, namely humour. 

 

The analysis looked at character traits and functions and plot structure within authored 

narrative, using Campbell’s and Vogler’s Hero’s Journey model as the main 

comparative framework. This model is a useful tool to analyse texts in the fantasy 

adventure genre, but because Muddle Earth is also presented as a ‘comedy’, the 

discussion also focused on the adaptation of humour. 

 

Narrative continuities and contrasts 
The intermittent but continuous nature of game playing – which allows players to decide 

when to play and save progress – allowed the game to return to a long story arc, a 

hero’s journey structurally similar to that found in the book, a format which had been 

dropped in the series due to an onus on audiences and TV viewing habits. This story 

arc was inspired from events and the ‘Muddle style’ of the series and the book but also 

added new story material. 

 

In the adaptation processes from book, to series, and finally to game, the characters of 

Muddle Earth underwent important transformations, including the removal and addition 

of characters, and a different approach to characterisation and the role of characters in 

humour. 

 

In spite of fulfilling overall similar dramatic functions within a hero’s journey narrative, 

the NPCs of the game ended up with weaker traits and were responsible for much less 

of the action, which was now anchored on the player-as-hero through the avatar. 

However in the game NPCs also acquired a new role – their ludic functions: providing 
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goal-related information, starting and progressing quests, launching mini-games and 

setting missions. 

 

Much of the humour which in the book was linked to character traits was dropped, 

giving way to other humorous effects, offered through a mix of remediated and game-

specific devices. On the other hand, the monopolisation of the action-story by the player 

meant that certain types of parallel plotting present in the series, and especially in the 

book, ended up being dropped. 

 

Storytelling as the golden path 
The Muddle Earth game was built on top of the Dubit Platform game engine. The 

questing story initially drafted on paper was primarily translated into ludic form by its 

integration into the game’s questing system, the main vehicle for storytelling. 

 

Apart form the initial backstory shown to every player, narrative in Muddle Earth – and 

using Tanya Krzywinska’s words – was ‘actively striven for’ by players and accessed at 

their will. The story, rather than being simply told, was played – which suggests the 

possibility of using an alternative term for story-telling in games: story-playing. In order 

to follow the narrative which is embedded in the game’s ludic systems, players had to 

play the story through the quest system, which ultimately was ‘controlled’ by the game 

designers. 

 

In spite of the ‘openness’ and variety of game offers presented to the player, the 

producers nonetheless did direct players to questing and thus story-playing, bringing 

them nearer to the ‘golden path’ of the game. 
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Beyond the story 
Besides telling a story, the game offered players the chance to chat to other players, 

play games with them, customise their avatars and homes, play mini-games, gather 

collectables, complete stand-alone missions and generally explore the world. 

 

Engaging in different activities lead to achievements, which were presented to the 

player in the game user interface book in a page similar to a sticker collection where 

different achievements were added, and also allowed players to earn currency, which 

could be spent on avatar and home customisation. 

 

All these offers were underlined by the ludic logic of goals and rewards constrained by 

economies and resources, present in every type of game. Some of these game 

elements were derived from the conventions of MMORPGs and so-called social games, 

where XP, progress, rank and resources such as magic are common. These mostly 

ludic additions, which received the Muddle ‘stamp of approval’, were aimed at meeting 

the expectations of the game playing audience, whilst also serving as strategies for the 

retention of players. 

 

Different pleasures 
 

Digital games in the main are entertainment products and pleasure, in all its 

complexity, is an essential goal of the production and consumption process 

(Kerr, 2006: 5) 

 

Game adaptations seek to attract existing audiences from other media (for example 

fans of a cartoon), but also need to cater for the expectations of game players. 



The Cross-Media Journey of Muddle Earth                                      88 

Achieving a good level of brand consistency and providing ludic offers linked to gaming 

conventions are both essential steps to meet the expectations of both audiences. 

 

The game producers based the design of the game on the premise that it should cater 

for different tastes or styles of play. Notions about these tastes were formed through a 

loose mix of accumulated professional knowledge from developing games, from 

previous market research, by looking at the features of successful titles for the same 

‘demographics’, and through the use of explicit and implicit assumptions about the 

audience. The result – producers hoped – is a game that attracts a vast range of 

players, aimed at achieving a good level of ‘mass appeal’ for its target audience – made 

up of children and what the game industry calls ‘tweens’ (overall an age range roughly 

between 8 and 14 years of age). 

 

While it is clear that the game achieved a level of continuity with the series (and the 

book) in the use of a Muddle fantasy adventure story, it is also patent that the 

transformations – and simplifications – of NPCs have resulted in a different balance in 

the kinds of humour used. The series and the book also uses ridiculous and 

incongruous muddled comedy, but in the game this forms the overwhelming source of 

humour, at the expense of the types of sarcastic dialogues and situations created by 

characters such as Randalf and Veronica, particularly in the book. On the other hand, 

the kind of slapstick humour more common in the TV series was not used due to 

technical and time constraints. 

 

It is important to bear in mind that the game was produced within a certain budget, 

following specific guidelines and aiming to meet certain deadlines. The fact that the 

production of games – and most other cultural products – is often constrained by such 
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factors means that the world of ‘ideal’ games is fairly different from that of the ‘real’ 

games that are effectively produced. 

 

Nonetheless, for someone like me, who has read the book, the pleasures provided by 

Randalf’s bragging and Veronica’s sarcastic comments are sadly missed, and so is the 

weaving of parallel plots achieved in the book – such as the adventure of the little tea 

spoon – which engage the reader in suspense and in attempts to link different parts of 

the story. The voices of the series, Dr. Cuddles’ mad laughter and humorous slapstick 

moments are also missed. Narrative in the game is more modest, and players who have 

not read the book or watched the series will miss some delicious characterisation and 

hilarious situations. 

 

But games cannot me measured solely against narrative yardsticks. As Aarseth 

defends, the main user function in adventure games is configurative, not interpretative 

as in classical narratives (1997:62-5). Furthermore, as Krzywinska (2003) suggests, 

current games (and game technologies) are geared towards action rather than other 

types of interactions and pleasures present in other types of media. 

 

Narrative and storytelling are part of what games have to offer. In the case of Muddle 

Earth the story had a very important role, but the virtual world had other kinds of 

pleasures to offer. Whether these really meet the expectations of players, readers and 

viewers is a question that probably can only be answered by researching the 

experiences of the game by its users. 

 

Future Research 
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Consumers: readers, viewers, players 
The approach used in this thesis focused on the text and the producers, and could 

certainly be improved with a complementary piece of audience research. It would be 

interesting to gather the views of children who play the game, particularly of those who 

have read the book and watched the series, but also of game players for whom Muddle 

Earth is another game to play. 

 

An analysis of expectations and reactions to Muddle Earth across the media would 

certainly be a rich contribution to this study, as it would complete another part of the 

circuit of culture or the text-medium-player trio proposed by Aarseth and Kerr. 

 

Humour 
The literature review carried out for this thesis uncovered an important gap in the games 

research literature – the virtual inexistence of studies about humour and comedy in 

games. 

 

Dormann and Biddle, probably the authors who have explored this topic in most detail, 

recently reported that ‘humor is frequently used in the design of computer games. 

However, we have not found any principled study regarding the utilization and function 

of humor in this context’ (2009:802-803). 

 

The universe of children’s media, including games, is ripe with comedy and laughter, 

however there is hardly any research done about humour. It seems important to engage 

in more studies in this area19, possibly focused on the adaptation of humour across 

                                                
19 Appendix 3 presents a more detailed view on this matter. 
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different media, and the development of narrative and comedy in game design, thus 

providing a most likely welcomed contribution to the games industry. 

 

Recommendations 

For license owners 

The production of games is often constrained by financial limitations and tight deadlines. 

It is understandable that license owners often require the launch of games at specific 

points in time (for example a few months before, or synchronised with, the launch of a 

film), but it is also worth bearing in mind that it is fundamental to take into account levels 

of ‘quality’ which will facilitate the expansion of audiences across different media. 

 

It is also worth mentioning that whilst picking an existing game genre or virtually copying 

an existing title and adding a new skin – assets from the source IP – often will not be 

the best solution. It is often assumed that selecting an existing genre or title that has 

been enjoying commercial success will lead to the same result. However, it is also the 

case that many of the successes in the gaming world have risen from original ideas that 

lead to new types of games and even whole new genres. 

 

Political economists studying the media industries suggest that the increasing 

interdependence between media products in different media industries – as the result of 

increasing vertical consolidation and use of licenses – may lead to a reduction in the 

overall diversity of texts and scope for radical innovation to emerge (Kerr, 2006:72, 

based on Wasko, 1994). On the other hand, and because budgets and timings are a 

constant preoccupation, it is also worth noting that opting for an established genre, for 

which there are game engines readily available for customisation, will most probably 
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translate into savings due to the amount of time saved in programming from scratch. In 

this case, it is advisable to reserve part of the budget – as much as possible – for 

creativity and new ideas, which often only emerge during production. Otherwise, the 

likelihood is that your game, except perhaps for its settings and characters, will look and 

feel pretty much as other existing games. 

 

Another area which is often overlooked when budgeting for game development is the 

involvement of users and players in the design, beta stage, and other production and 

post-launch stages. In a cross-media environment it seems essential to involve not just 

gamers but also fans of the books and films which are used as source materials. 

Consulting consumers is essential to understand their expectations, their reactions to 

design ideas and their own hopes and dreams for a game which is an adaptation of a 

text that they may already enjoy and in some cases worship. 

 

For developers 

One of the ambitions of this thesis was to start laying down the foundations for a sort of 

Adaptation Framework for game developers. The idea is to develop a ‘method for 

games as adaptations’ that can be used when working on adaptations of books, films 

and other media. Although this is quite an ambitious task, one that can only provide 

guidelines – not magic formulae that will work with every type of adaptation – the work 

developed in this thesis can already shed some light on the types of things that 

developers could be looking for when adapting from other media. These include 

engaging in the following tasks: 

 

• Immersing the whole production team in the source materials 
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• Looking at the narrative of the original IP and identifying ‘gamifiable’ bits, 

possible mechanics, or even ideas for a new type of mechanics or genre 

• Searching for existing narrative models that can help to understand the narrative 

elements of the source IP (for example the Hero’s Journey model for fantasy 

adventure stories) 

• Identifying and classifying different characters and selecting how these will be 

translated into the game, including the choice of hero(es) and other protagonists 

• Understanding the role of characterisation and traits and planning how avatar 

and NPCs can be characterised 

• Using existing plots and events for inspiration 

• Checking the source plot for the use of multi-linear and parallel plots and 

planning how these types of plotting could be translated 

• Analysing the types of humour devices used in the source IP and planning how 

humour can be offered in the game (this can also be applied to other types of 

‘effects’, for example suspense or horror) 

 

The objective is to further develop the approach and turn it into a more complete guiding 

framework for game developers working on game adaptations. 

 

For academics 

The analysis presented in this thesis, looking at both texts and producers, aimed to 

incorporate concepts and models from adaptation theory, narrative theory, 

intertextuality, game studies and political economy. It demonstrates the need to study 

any game adaptation at the confluence of texts and intertexts from other media, other 
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games and gaming conventions, and the conditions of production and other extratextual 

factors. 

 

The diagram below provides a summary illustration of the analytical approach used in 

this research, which will hopefully provide a useful framework for the study of other 

game adaptations. 

 

 

 

The three areas of the diagram do overlap and influence each other, but specific factors 

also seem to exert a greater level of influence on specific dimensions of the game. 
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The representational dimension is influenced mostly by the hypotext and the texts which 

in turn influenced the hypotext (hypertextuality and intertextuality in other media). 

 

The ludic dimension is also influenced by the hypotext to a certain extent – for example, 

often linking narrative genre to choice of game genre and using the source narrative as 

inspiration for ludic mechanics and resources – but even more strongly by other games, 

game genres and game design conventions (games intertextuality in operation). 

 

Extratextual factors are a sort of mostly invisible but omnipresent force that strongly 

influences the whole production process. 

 

All of these are important in shaping the production of a game as adaptation, and all 

should be part of games adaptation studies focusing on text and producers. 

 



The Cross-Media Journey of Muddle Earth                                      96 

Appendices 
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Appendix 1: Hero’s Journey Archetypes 

These are based on Vogler’s chapter ‘The Archetypes’ (2007:22-80). 

 

Hero 

The hero is the central character or protagonist, typically aligned with positive qualities 

and on the side of good. The word derives from Greek, meaning ‘to protect and to 

serve’. Heroes typically combine universal and unique characteristics, often presenting 

both strengths and weaknesses that they try to perfect in their journey – the hero 

‘grows’ with the story. They are usually the most active characters – they act and do 

things, and instigate events. The hero performs the decisive action of the story, the 

action that requires taking the most risk or responsibility. Vogler distinguishes between 

‘willing’ and ‘unwilling’ and between ‘loner’ and group-oriented heroes. 

 

Mentor 

The mentor is usually a positive figure who aids and trains the hero. Campbell used the 

terms Wise Old Man or Woman. Mentors teach and protect heroes and give them gifts 

to aid them in their journey, but only after the heroes undergo some kind of test were 

they show commitment, learning or self-sacrifice. Vogler adds that ‘mentors are useful 

for giving assignments and setting stories in motion’ and often ‘help the hero seek a 

guiding vision for a quest’ (2007:45-46). 

 

Threshold Guardian 

Heroes encounter obstacles on the road to adventure and at each gateway there are 

guardians at the threshold, placed ‘to keep the unworthy from entering’. They are often 

aligned with the forces of evil but can also be ‘neutral figures that are simply part of the 

landscape of the special world’. The primary function of the Threshold Guardian is to 
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test the hero and temporarily block their way to test their powers – the hero must 

typically ‘solve a puzzle or pass a test in order to progress’.  

 

Herald 

Heralds issue challenges to the hero and announce the coming of significant change, 

which shifts the balance, leading the hero to make decisions, take action and face 

conflicts. A Herald is a kind of messenger who provides important information and 

motivations to ‘get the story rolling’. 

 

Shadow 

The shadow represents ‘the energy of the dark side’. The archetype is projected onto 

villains, antagonists and enemies who are dedicated to destruction, domination and 

defeat of the hero. The ‘dramatic’ function of a shadow is to ‘challenge the hero and 

give him a worthy opponent, often bringing out the best in a hero’ by putting him to the 

test. 

 

Ally 

Heroes often embark on their journeys with companions, or meet some characters who 

became their allies along the way. Allies serve useful purposes thanks to their unique 

and often complimentary qualities and abilities, sometimes leading to journeying teams 

of adventurers. They may also function as the hero’s ‘conscience’ or as ‘comic relief’, 

especially in the case of comical sidekicks. Animal allies and ‘faithful servants’ are also 

common in storytelling. 

 

Trickster 
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Tricksters embody ‘the energies of mischief’. Typically by provoking laughter they point 

out folly and hypocrisy, often drawing attention to imbalances or absurdities of situations 

in the story – they are ‘natural enemies of the status quo’ and frequently challenge it 

with their outspoken, sometimes near insane qualities. They are not particularly strong 

but typically full of wit, and ‘like to stir up trouble for its own sake’. Often tricksters are or 

become allies. 
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Appendix 2: Muddle Earth Book Characters and Map 
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Appendix 3: Humour – Gaps in the Research 

Gaps in literature and potential for future research 

One of the main intentions of the BBC was to produce a virtual world that somehow 

carried the comedy of the TV series to the game. This means that it made perfect sense 

to explore comedy and humour in an analysis of the game adaptation. 

 

However, a search for references20 in this area resulted in very scarce set of results. 

Mostly this topic was covered in game design publications (such as Gamespot or 

Gamasutra) and was typically linked to the launch of a new ‘funny’ game. Dorman, Barr 

and Biddle (2006), probably the authors who have explored this topic in most detail, 

comment that ‘while fun has been discussed in books offering advice on videogames, 

we have not found articles specifically addressing the role of humor’. In 2009 (802-803) 

Dormann and Biddle still held a similar opinion, stating that: 

 

Humor is frequently used in the design of computer games. However, we have not 

found any principled study regarding the utilization and function of humor in this context. 

[…] we acknowledge that the literature on humor is concerned with everyday life or 

specific forms of established communication media. 

 

So not only there are very few studies, but existing studies are based on models that 

were created to analyse humour in ‘everyday life’ and other ‘specific forms of 

established communication media’ that do not simply fit neatly with games as a specific 

medium. Dormann and Biddle acknowledge this and state that their aim, based on their 

                                                
20 Using Google Scholar and Google Books, general Google search, Amazon, conversations with 
lecturers and colleagues, electronic journals and websites dedicated to games research – using different 
combinations of the following keywords: game(s), humour, comedy, comedic, humorous, adaptation. A 
request for references on ‘games and humour’ was also sent to Gamesnetwork, the discussion list of the 
Digital Games Research Association (www.digra.org). 
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empirical research with gamers, is to develop humour theory that is more suitable for 

application to games studies. 

 

It would perhaps have made sense to focus more closely on humour and have this as 

the main theme of this study. However, the lack of relevant literature and time 

constraints – with a late realisation that this could be an area of special focus – mean 

that humour is still covered, as part of the analysis of adaptation (when looking at genre, 

style and consistency), but not in as much detail as it could have been. This seems to 

be an area of great potential for future research. 
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Appendix 4: Main Adventure Quest Storyline and Wireframes 

Storyline 

The player must journey to Goblin Town to fetch ingredients and then helps Norbert 

cook dinner (cooking game) but they accidentally create the Neverending Noodle 

instead - ideal for food fights.  

 

Under Norbert's instructions the player travels to ElfWood to find a travelling salesman 

who can sell them some food. The old salesman is concealed in a robe with a beard 

sticking out. Unfortunately an ogre has robbed him taking the vital ingredients for dinner, 

a Snuggly Wuggly. 

 

The player heads to Ogre Hills to try and get the Snuggly Wuggly back. The player 

spots the Snuggly Wuggly next to a sleeping ogre and picks them up. The Ogre awakes 

and gives chase forcing the player to have a food fight (food fight game) using the 

neverending noodles to escape. 

 

Bringing the Snuggly Wuggly back to the travelling salesman the player helps him 

create the food (cooking game) and returns it to Norbert. 

 

While everything is quiet the player has some spell practice with Randalf (spell off 

game) and visits Here Be Dragons to go treasure hunting with Margot (Dragon Riding 

game). 

 

On the players return there is a message from the Horned Baron delivered through 

Benson. A strange beast has been sighted wandering in ElfWood and the player is 
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needed to sort out the problem. Randalf suggests the player also picks up some more 

food for dinner while he is out. 

 

Entering ElfWood the player spots a strange shambling, groaning creature covered in a 

shaggy matt of hair. The player tries to drive it away with food (food fighting game). With 

its hair all covered in food the creature runs off into the woods. 

 

Randalf and the player try to find out what the strange creature was using a spell (Rune 

Matching game). The spell is to create an All Seeing Eye but they only manage to 

create the Slightly Seeing Pie. The pie refuses to tell them what it slightly sees unless 

they give it custard. 

 

The player travels to Grubley’s to buy the ingredients for custard but Grubley insists the 

custard is very rare and demands a particular type of treasure before he will part with it. 

The player goes dragon riding (dragon riding game) to fetch the treasure. 

 

The player purchases the ingredients for the custard and cooks it (cooking game). 

Before he can bring it to the pie though he receives a message from Benson. More 

strange creatures are terrorizing Goblin Town and the player must help. 

 

Armed with more sticky food the player repels the hairy monsters in Goblin Town (food 

fight game). These creatures seem bigger than the previous ones. 

 

Returning to the Slightly Seeing Pie with the custard it provides them with a hazy vision 

of Dr Cuddles before turning into crumble. 
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Randalf suggests visiting Pesticide to see if she knows what Dr Cuddles is planning. 

When the player arrives at Fairy Valley he finds Pesticide laughing hysterically as all the 

stylish fairies have become hairy fairies. Pesticide refuses to explain what is going on 

and they have a spell off (spell off game). Pesticide is embarrassed at losing and runs 

off. 

 

Returning the player finds Norbert covered in hair. It has started growing in thick 

patches all over him and he is sobbing uncontrollably. Randalf explains the only way to 

stop the hair growth is to conjure up the Sorcerers’ Shears. To do this the player must 

collect runes (dragon riding game). 

 

With the runes collected the player begins the spell (rune matching game) and conjures 

up the Sorcerers Shears. All seems to go well and the player uses the shears on 

Norbert but they break half way through leaving Norbert half covered in hair. 

 

The player decides he must find out what Dr Cuddles is up to and Randalf suggests 

making an invisibility potion to sneak into Giggles Glade. The player fetches the 

ingredients and makes the potion (cookery game). 

 

Taking the potion makes the player invisible (can wander the virtual world just as a 

shadow) and he travels to giggles glade. In the glade the player overhears Dr Cuddles 

explaining that he is turning the inhabitants of Muddle Earth into mindless zombies that 

will do his bidding. He is confused at the unexpected hair growth though.  

 

Before Dr Cuddles finishes, the potion wears off and the player is revealed. He has a 

spell off (spell off game) with Dr Cuddles to escape. 
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The player returns to Randalf to tell him the news but Randalf is gone. Investigating 

around what is left of the village he discovers a dragon was seen flying to the lake and 

then a hairy dragon flew back to Here Be Dragons.  

 

Knowing that the dragon was seen belching out hairballs the player conjures up some 

hair repellent armour (rune matching game) before setting off. 

 

Talking to Margot the player finds they will need treasure to go deeper into There Be 

Dragons and get past the guard dragon (dragon riding game). Once past the guard 

dragon the player finds Randalf and rescues him in a food fight with the hairy dragon 

(food fight game). 

 

The rescued Randalf explains that he had fed the dragon some of the food from the 

merchant and he had turned into a hairy dragon that had kidnapped him. The player 

realizes that the salesman from the beginning must have been Dr Cuddles and that the 

player got him the ingredient he needed to create the mind control/hair growth food. The 

only way to reverse the effects is to make an antidote and to do that they need to 

discover the rest of the ingredients.  

 

Suddenly the Horned Baron and Benson turn up. They have been thrown out of the 

castle by Dr Cuddles and his Hairy Army.  

 

The player creates a spell (rune matching) to use on Dr Cuddles to retrieve the 

ingredients and goes to investigate the castle but it is surrounded by hairy guards. They 
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decide to create a hair growth potion to sneak through (cooking game). The potion is a 

success and the player becomes hairy. 

 

The player sneaks through the hairy army in the castle and reaches the throne room. Dr 

Cuddles and Pesticide are in there discussing their success. The hairy player 

challenges Dr Cuddles to a Spell Off (spell off game). Beating Dr Cuddles he forces him 

to reveal the ingredients of the spell. 

 

The player then runs from the castle. On the way he must food fight his way past 

several Hairy Ogres (food fight game).  

 

He reaches Randalf who works out the antidote ingredients from the original ones. The 

player then retrieves the ingredients some of which must be retrieved by Dragon 

(dragon riding game) and bakes a gigantic amount of the antidote (cooking game). 

 

The player then returns to the castle where the huge hairy army is gathered outside 

listening to Dr Cuddles addressing them. Walking through the crowd still covered in hair 

the player hands out the antidote as if he were a vendor in the stands of a sports match. 

 

Suddenly the zombification wears off all the hairy creatures and their hair begins to drop 

out. Dr Cuddles flees and the player spots him escaping from the castle dressed as the 

merchant. The player follows him to ElfWood where they have a final Spell Off. (Spell 

off game). Embarrassed at losing and with his Merchant disguise blown Dr Cuddles 

runs back to Giggles Glade. 

 

Prologue 
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All of Muddle Earth is cured off their zombification. Unfortunately while the antidote also 

reversed the hair growth it did so slightly too severely and everyone is now completely 

bald. Grubley sets up an expensive toupee section in his store. 

 

Wireframe 

See diagrams presented below. 
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Appendix 5: Resemblances between Hero’s Journeys and 
Games 

The hero’s journey model – and the types of stories it crystallises – also seems to bear 

a great deal of resemblances with adventure games, which are often based on, or 

structured around, this type of stories. 

 

The story typically starts with a call for adventure, often by a Herald or messenger (in 

games, a backstory or non-player character), which sees the Hero leaving the ordinary 

world (entering the ‘magic circle’ of the game FN). The Hero is the main protagonist and 

is responsible for the bulk of the action (virtually all of it in most games). He has certain 

goals to achieve (quests, sub-quests) and rewards to win (loot, currency). The Hero is 

aided by a Mentor who trains him (tutorials), gives him assignments (quests) and offers 

gifts (weapons, spells) that will help him in his quests. The Hero has to overcome 

obstacles and enemies in the form of Threshold Guardians (minions) and a powerful 

Shadow (boss) who represents a worthy opponent. The Hero departs on a questing 

journey, with or without a team of allies, and typically improves his qualities and ‘grows’ 

(levels up) as the story unveils. After the final victory the Hero is able to return to the 

ordinary world (game over). 
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