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RECONSTRUCTING 
A HISTORICAL SITE WITHIN 
A COMPUTER GAME
Peter Nelson, 2019

Autosave: Redoubt is a site-specific recreation of the WWII bunkers and tunnels of the 

Kowloon Peninsula, made as a playable map for the computer game Counter-Strike: Global 

Offensive. Whilst Autosave: Redoubt is a playable game artwork, it is also an experiment 

conducted by three artists to understand the expressive potential of the commercial 

computer game as an artistic medium. 

Like many popular media before them, 

computer games inspire passionate 

debate when it comes to questions of 

representation and realism, particularly 

surrounding war and historical conflict. 

As the technical capacity of computer 

game software continues to improve, 

the shorthand of improved 'realism' is a 

common claim made by game developers. 

However, computer game scholars have 

long understood that the realism and 

meaning of game does not simply come 

from the detail of images rendered on 

screen, but from how these images relate 

to the rules and actions of the game 

(Frasca 2001) (Bogost 2007) as well as 

who the player is and how they understand 

this game within the context of their 

lives (Galloway 2006) (Lammes 2007). 

Therefore, the idea that a computer game 

might realistically recreate a real place or 

historical event can be a dubious claim, 

as computer games rely on very specific 

technical limitations and historical events 

are rarely 'game-like'. This was a problem 

that we experimented with in Autosave: 

Redoubt. Rather than seeking the realism 

of spectacle through the use of powerful 

graphics and historical role-play, we 

looked for unexpected and poetic points 

of congruence where the game and the 

site could reveal things about one another. 

We discovered moments of complete 

abstraction, where the software and rules of 

the game were unable to represent the site 

and its history, as well as moments of poetic 

resonance, where unexpected parallels 

between the multiplayer first-person 

shooter and the historical site started to 

reveal new truths about one another. 

The Problem with Virtual Archaeology

In Autosave: Redoubt, rather than create 

a  stand-a lone nav igable  3D v i r tua l 

environment, we wanted to go back to the 

Peter Nelson works between drawing, 3D graphics and interactive digital media. He also specialises in art 

historical landscape research and computer game studies. He studied at the University of New South Wales and 

City University Hong Kong.

Autosave: Redoubt co-authors:

Andrew Luk specializes in the history and memory that is embedded in detritus materials from the urban 

environment. He studied Fine Art and European History at the School of Art & Design at Suffolk University in Boston.

Alexis Mailles has a long history of working between digital and analogue technologies, and produces hybrid art 

installations referring to Arte Povera and cyberpunk aesthetics.
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origins of 3D game spaces to see how a 

commercial computer game modification 

(mod) might work as an artistic response 

to a historical  s ite.  We also wanted 

to see how the rules and actions of a 

popular game (Valve Software's Counter-

Strike: Global Offensive) would interact 

with site-specific historical recreation. 

It has become increasingly common for 

the 3D navigable space of computer 

games to be appropriated for scientific 

and historical purposes. The emergent 

field of Virtual Archaeology uses game 

software such as Unity and the Unreal 

Engine to recreate sites for education and 

digital preservation (El-Antably 2010, 6).  

However, our cultural familiarity with 3D 

navigable environments already derives 

from our experience with their ancestral 

form, the first-person shooter game, where 

a one-point perspective view fuses the 

vanishing point with the crosshair of a 

gun, and an exaggerated Z-axis pushes 

the player to explore and conquer the 

virtual environment of the game (Flynn 

2005). First-person shooter worlds are not 

based on the architecture of the physical 

environment but are instead structured 

around the rules of the game, whether they 

be the small symmetrical environments of 

multiplayer games like Counter-Strike or 

the branching linear pathways of single-

player adventures like Half-Life (Aarseth 

2000, 169). The details of these worlds 

are always minimised in order to achieve 

maximal computational efficiency, obsolete 

objects are kept to a minimum and 

architectural forms are simplified, leaving 

the complex angles and detritus of the 

physical world on the cutting room floor. 

When it comes to contemporary virtual 

site recreation, just as the archaeological 

dig forces the archaeologist to distinguish 

between relic and rubble, the processing 

limitations of game software enforce certain 

geometrical standards, and the virtual 

archeologist must similarly choose which 

artefacts to recreate, and which detritus 

to discard (Herwig and Paar 2002) (Beale 

and Reilly 2017). But the problem of using 

computer game technology to recreate 

historical sites goes deeper than just the 

limits of computational complexity. If 

these 3D virtual environments might leave 

us with the feeling that we are playing a 

game with the guns and enemies removed, 

that is because this is essentially what is 

happening. In Autosave: Redoubt, rather 

than use game software with the game 

elements removed, we chose to use the 

most successful first-person shooter game 

of all time in its natural state. If navigating 

through a virtual environment feels like a 

computer game with the game removed, 

why not simply leave the game in place? 

As one of the longest surviving popular 

games, Counter-Strike has also achieved 

a curious archival property. Despite two 

decades of game development, Counter-

Strike remains one of the most played 

games in the world.  Originally designed 

by Canadian college students Minh Le and 

Jesse Cliffe as a modification of the game 

Half-Life, Counter-Strike has been kept 

alive by a passionate community of players 

and modders, who continually build their 

own environments and upload them for the 

broader player community (Te 2014). Both 

the longevity of this game and its historical 

connection to player-built customisation 

suggested that it might be an interesting 

medium for us to examine these questions 

of site reconstruction and preservation.

The Site and the Game

The second motivation for making our 

recreation a custom environment within 

a popular computer game came from 

the numerous paral lels between the 

historical site (the Shing Mun Redoubt) 

and Counter-Strike itself. In order to 

accurately reconstruct the Shing Mun 

Redoubt from geographical survey data, 

we had to consciously alter a number 

of Counter-Strike design conventions. 

Whilst Counter-Strike game environments 

visual ly represent real  places,  their 

virtual architecture is closer to that of a 

sporting arena (Nitsche 2008, 186-187). 

The historical success of Counter-Strike 

relied on a simple architectural formula, 

where game environments were small and 

enclosed so that players could confront 

one another rapidly, and architecturally 

balanced to give each side an even 

chance. Our site was 12 times the size of a 

typical Counter-Strike map, certainly not 

designed for military symmetry, and at 

times the twists and turns of its tunnels 

evaded the geometrical limitations of the 

Counter-Strike software (the Valve Source 

Engine). The conflicts between real-world 

architecture and the game software, and 

between what makes a good game level 

and the reality of the site opened up an 

opportunity for us to consider how the 

architectural history of this site tells a very 

peculiar story. In other words, it was the 

‘unreal’ translation of site into game that 

became the opportunity to explore deeper 

truths about this historical location.

The Shing Mun Redoubt is part of the 

Gin Drinkers Line, a defensive network 

of bunkers, pillboxes and tunnels that 

stretches across the mountains of the 

Kowloon Peninsula.  Bui lt  during the 

1930s, it was part of a broader trend in 

architectural fortifications constructed by 

European powers between the first and 

second world wars (Kwong and Tsoi 2014, 

61). The intention of these defensive lines 

was based on theories developed in the 

aftermath of the First World War. These 

lines were not meant to hold or repel 

invasions, but to absorb and slow an attack 

by inflicting mass casualties, and then be 

abandoned, forcing a weakened invading 

army to advance, stretching their supply 

lines, into territory more favourable to the 

defender (Virilio 1994, 23). But in 1938, 

due to unforeseen technological changes 

in contemporary warfare, the British 

suspended the construction of the Gin 

Drinkers Line, and in 1940, the British War 

Command decided that Hong Kong was 

no longer a desirable military commitment. 

Hong Kong was, however, retained in order 

to legitimise British rule across other parts 

of their Asian colonies (Kwong and Tsoi 

2014, 115). Therefore the defence of Hong 

Kong during the Second World War was 

sandwiched between a technological shift 

and a shift in colonial priorities.

On the 8th of December 1941, Japan's 21st, 

23rd, and 38th Regiments were ordered to 

invade Hong Kong. They reached the Shing 

Mun Redoubt within two days, and within 

a matter of hours, the site was captured. 

In addition to the contradictions in how 

the Shing Mun Redoubt was designed 

and defended, the events of the 8th and 

9th of December were highly contentious. 

The inadequate number of British soldiers 

stationed at the site meant that Japanese 

soldiers could creep above ground and over 

the structure, unnoticed by the soldiers 

underground. Soldiers chased each other 

through the confusing dark tunnels, too 

confined to shoot their rifles. Remarkably, 

and quite unexpectedly, these factors led to 

a very low number of casualties on the site, 

although tragically, two Indian engineers 

were killed inside the Shing Mun Redoubt 

(Lai, Davies, et al. 2011, 28).

Concrete bunkers from World War II survive 

across the globe as relics of 20th-century 

European imperialism. Paul Virilio describes 

these ruins as myths of the present and 

the absent – present is our reflection of 

technology and death, and absent is the 

contradiction that these bunkers rarely 

functioned as the killing machines we think 

them to be. By the time these bunkers 

were built, the technology of warfare had 

changed and these fortresses were viewed 

from the windows of rapidly passing 

aeroplanes and tanks (Virilio, 1994). In this 

light, the Shing Mun Redoubt became a 
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monument to technological redundancy 

and colonial indifference. The historical 

contradictions encoded in the architecture 

of the site were a significant motivating 

factor for our reconstruction of the Shing 

Mun Redoubt within Counter-Strike: Global 

Offensive. The confusing nature of the site is 

replicated in the confusing labyrinth of our 

game, and the mercy of this dysfunctional 

military architecture is reproduced in what 

Counter-Strike players would recognise 

as a highly inefficient, almost unplayable 

game map, where conflict is confounded 

by the inability of one player to find the 

other within the tunnels. Therefore, the 

contradiction in computer game realism 

reveals itself again, whereby the more 

realistic our site recreation became, the less 

playable it was as a computer game.

Airsoft Tourism

Today, the Shing Mun Redoubt attracts 

two types of visitors. When we visited the 

site as history tourists, we climbed through 

the tunnels that had not collapsed or been 

filled with water, aware that our experience 

was worlds away from that of the young 

men on the site in December 1941. But as 

we walked further, we found ourselves 

treading over hundreds of tiny plastic 

pellets that littered the floor. Although war 

games are banned on the site, these plastic 

pellets were the trace of Airsoft enthusiasts 

who sneak through the tunnels, playing a 

game whose rules are far closer to Counter-

Strike than to any real conflict. In this case, 

a site that is open for touristic purposes 

but used illicitly by gamers reveals Virilio's 

presence and the absence once again. The 

false memory of brutal military efficiency 

is overlayed with the transformation of the 

Shing Mun Redoubt into a site for play.

The Computer Game as a Poetic Medium 

There is one final contradiction that we 

tried to resolve when making Autosave: 

Redoubt. Walking through the tunnels with 

flashlights and a map, or running through 

them using a mouse and keyboard does not 

address the historical atmosphere of 1941. 

To highlight this gap, we encoded a sound 

composition into the environment of the 

virtual tunnels.  As players get lost running 

through the tunnels, they can orient 

themselves by interviews and music drawn 

from the historical climate of 1941 and 

coded into each separate tunnel. Samples 

of British newsreel and civilian stories from 

the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong 

quietly fill the game environment. Running 

through the tunnels, the player is turned 

into a DJ, remixing historical samples as 

they try to find their opponent. When the 

two players encounter one another, they 

are snapped out of historical reverie and 

back to the competitive logic of the first-

person shooter game. 

Autosave: Redoubt is our response to the 

notion of 'realism' in computer games 

and a comment on how historical sites 

are preserved using computer game 

technologies. We argue that the navigable 

3D environments of computer games 

should not be seen as realistic or neutral, 

and remind our audience that this software 

is a simulation of military vision derived 

from the first-person shooter game. By 

reconstructing the site as accurately as our 

software would allow, we tried to highlight 

how the confusing and dysfunctional 

military architecture of this site may 

have saved lives for one night in 1941. By 

highlighting the moments when the game 

could not accurately reconstruct the site 

and its history, we encourage our audience 

to think more deeply about what a term 

such as 'realistic' might actually mean when 

applied to a computer game.  In Autosave: 

Redoubt, we looked for the unexpected 

moments when the functions of the game 

could be appropriated to form more poetic 

forms of realism, where the site and its 

history can be experienced in a new way.
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ABOUT HOW Art Museum

HOW Art Museum (Shanghai), located in 

Pudong New District of Shanghai, opened 

to public in September 2017. The museum 

spreads over three floors for exhibitions 

and cultural activities, covering about 7,000 

square meters in total, that is, including 

nearly 5,000 square meters for the whole 

exhibition hall area.

HOW Art Museum was founded by the 

collector Zheng Hao, and Yun Cheagab 

has served as director of the museum 

since 2012. It consists of two museums, 

namely HOW Art Museum (Shanghai) 

and HOW Art Museum (Wenzhou). The 

latter opened in early 2013, and has held 

nearly 20 contemporary art exhibitions.

Meanwhile, HOW Art Museum has also 

conducted extensive cooperation with other 

arts and cultural institutions, and held such 

exhibitions as Chinese Expressionism and 

Social Sculpture-Beuys in China.

HOW Art Museum has collected more than 

2,000 artworks. The main collections are 

listed as follows: nearly 400 representative 

works and literatures of Joseph Beuys, 

representative works of Damien Hirst, as 

well as significant works of Markus Lüpertz, 

Anish Kapoor, Darren Almond, Carsten 

Nicolai, Yayoi Kusama, Chun Kwang-Young, 

Xu Bing, Zhang Xiaogang, Zhou Chunya, 

Zhang Huan, Ai Weiwei, Zhan Wang and 

other artists.

The museum pioneers to create a new 

model of operating a "Night Art Museum" 

for the convenience of the public, opening 

from 1 p.m to 10 p.m. regularly, and 10 a.m to 

10 p.m on the weekends and holidays. The 

move is adopted to enable more audience 

to have opportunities for appreciating 

exhibitions on weekdays. Meanwhile, HOW 

Art Museum also carries out HOW Design 

Center and HOW International Curatorial 

Residency Program, in order to establish a 

new art complex and cultural landmark in 

Pudong New District of Shanghai.
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