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INTRODUCTION

The seven-piece South Korean boy band BTS (short for Bangtan Sonyeondan or
Bulletproof Boy Scouts) is an inescapable presence within today’s media landscape: even
if you don’t k70w you know them, you've probably watched one of their many commer-
cials for Samsung, heard one of their six US number one singles, or indeed, seen one
of their mobile games on the app store. Their meteoric success is often attributed to
their millions of fans (dubbed ARMY), who are known as much for their community
organization and digital activism as for their devotion.! However, there is no question
that it is also the result of shrewd business strategy: each tie-in, collaboration and tele-
vision appearance is carefully engineered by HYBE (the entertainment company that
serves as BTS’s record label and talent agency) and their myriad subsidiaries. As a newly
designated chaebol (family-owned conglomerate)—and perhaps the pinnacle of what
Henry Jenkins has described as “an alarming concentration in the ownership of main-
stream media” —HYBE has near unprecedented control over the content in which BTS
appears.”

From plush toys to pint-sized cartoon characters (nicknamed the TinyTAN), fantasy
manhwa (webtoons), and television shows, the seven members of BTS (Jungkook, V, Jimin,
Suga, Jin, J-Hope and RM) are available in countless forms alongside their seventy-odd
music videos. This proliferation of transmedia, which Kyung Hyun Kim terms “an idol

1. Andrea L. Acosta, “Recoding the Bot: ARMY and Digital Transgression,” in Bangtan Remixed: A Critical BTS
Reader, ed. Patty Ahn, Michelle Cho, Vernadette Vicuna Gonzalez, Rani Neutil, Mimi Thi Nguyen and Yutian Wong
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2024), 221-28, 222.

2. Jac-hyuk Park, “Hybe listed as chacbol subject to stricter antitrust scrutiny,” The Korea Times, May 15, 2024,
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/tech/2024/08/129_374694.html.
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empire,” is a vital component of both the members’ public personae and their connection
to fans.? Alongside lyrics, videos and choreography, ARMY consume products, spaces, and
even narratives, ever deepening their affective connection to BTS. To the uninitiated, an
animated J-Hope throwing a banana at Jungkook in the trailer for the match-three game
Indeoseon with BTS, hereafter BT'S Island, has little meaning.* However, for those who
saw their “real-life” argument in the 2018 HYBE-produced documentary Burn the Stage—
where Jungkook complained that his bandmates had eaten too much of a fruit basket that
he'd been gifted by a fan, and in response, J-Hope threw a half-eaten banana at him—it is
proof that they know who the idols really are.’

Among the array of BTS content, mobile video games are unique in that they afford
fans agency over the narrative they consume. Players are thus elevated from passive con-
sumers to “active users of content and information,” who write their own narratives and
“produce meanings through gameplay.”® In this article, we explore through first-hand
immersion and ludic ethnography the transmedia personae that manifest across BT'S
Island and Rhythm Hive (transliterated as Lideum Haiben), a thythm game developed by
a HYBE subsidiary that features BT S’s music.” In playing these games, we, like ARMY,
adopt, perform and play with the personae in question. As such, we illustrate that these
personae are constructed not solely by BTS, or even by HYBE, but by a network of
human and non-human actors, including ARMY, and crucially, the games and gamers
themselves.

As the “Korean wave” hits the West and BTS continues to rack up Guinness World
Records, K-pop has earned its place in global narratives of popular music and culture. Too
often, however, its inclusion is a passing mention which replaces that of Japanese or Indian
popular music, and serves primarily as exotic flavor. Such work is seldom in dialogue with
the rich and varied field of Korean studies, and rarely incorporates the ethnographic field-
work that is essential for understanding K-pop as a culture.® This article does not claim to
be a study of Korean popular culture at large, since few of us have been to Korea, none of
us have lived there, and none of us speak the language. We do, however, share an interest in
transmedia and cultural convergence, and how these manifest in non-Western contexts. In
taking the BT'S mobile games as our case studies and integrating existing theories of Korean
popular culture with ludic ethnography and video game studies, we hope to add to, rather
than speak over, an ongoing conversation.

3. Kyung Hyun Kim, “BTS and the World Music Industry,” in The Soft Power of the Korean Wave, ed. Youna Kim
(New York: Routledge, 2021), 107-17, 111.

4. HYBE IM, Indeoseom with BTS (BTS Island: In the SEOM Puzzle), HYBE IM, Android/iOS, 2022.

s. Jun-soo Park, dir., Beon Deo Seuteiji: Deo Mubi (Burn the Stage: The Movie), HYBE & Camp Entertainment,
YouTube, 2018; Yu Kwijew On Deo Beulleog (You Quiz on the Block), “Pi Tran Numal” (Blood Sweat Tears), tvN,
March 24, 2021

6. Axel Bruns, “Prosumption, Produsage,” in The International Encyclopedia of Communication Theory and Philoso-
phy (John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2016), 2—3; Henry Jenkins, Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers: Exploring Participatory Culture
(New York: New York University Press, 2006), 210.

7. Superb Corp, Lideum Haiben (Rhythm Hive), Superb Corp, Android/iOS, 2021

8. Stephanie Choi, “K-pop Idols: Media Commodities, Affective Laborers, and Cultural Capitalists,” in Zhe
Cambridge Companion to K-pop, ed. Suk-Young Kim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), 140.
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DISTRIBUTED ONTOLOGIES AND THE BTS PHENOMENON: TRANSMEDIAL
IDENTITY IN THE DIGITAL AGE

BTS and their transmedial personae are inextricable from the cultural context in which
they were formed, specifically hallyu and idol culture. Hallyu, often parsed as the Korean
wave, refers to the spread of Korean popular culture beyond East Asia, to the United States,
Europe, and beyond. Dal Yong Jin, Kyong Yoon and Wonjung Min argue this spread is a
“process of cultural convergence” that directly facilitates “transnational and transmedia sto-
rytelling”” Henry Jenkins defines a transmedia story as one that “unfolds across multiple
media platforms, with each new text making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the
whole.” While Jenkins’ examples are almost exclusively filmic, transmedia stories that are
derived from and centered on music have been explored within Western contexts by Paola
Brembilla." Although many of Brembilla’s illustrations of transmedia music are consciously
“narrativiz[ed],” such as Beyoncé’s Lemonade or Bjork’s Biophilia, she also posits that super-
stars such as One Direction—perhaps the closest analogue the West has to Korean idols—
constitute “characters around which industries can build a narrative.”"?

BTS is most obviously narrativized within the Bangtan Universe (BU): an alternate real-
ity played out across music videos, short films, manhwa, and more. While BT S’s in-universe
characters are arguably abstractions of themselves, they overlap significantly with their per-
formed personae: Regina Yung Lee cites their social media posts and live performances
among the constitutive content of the universe itself.” Yet these personae are not just cre-
ated and performed by BTS: Lee argues that the BU is co-created by ARMY in that it
draws from the extensive body of fanfiction that ARMY creates. Moreover, by watching
and listening to BU texts in whichever order they choose, each fan assembles their own
hyper-personalized narrative, and thus helps shape the transmedia story." Games such as
Rhythm Hive and BT'S Island allow fans to go one step further: as well as shaping the story,
they can assume, perform and play with the personae themselves.

AFFECTIVE LABOR AND PARTICIPATORY CULTURE

This ludic (or play based) fandom forms part of a wider participatory culture, which is
intrinsic to the affective economy of idols. As idols, the members of BTS aren’t “just” sing-
ers, or even singers, rappers and dancers: they are also models, actors, and above all, pub-
lic figures who perform affective labor. In her ethnography of the Korean music industry,

9. Dal Yong Jin, Kyong Yoon, and Wonjung Min, Transnational Hallyu: The Globalization of Korean Digital and
Popular Culture (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2021), 2.

10. Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: New York University
Press, 2006), 97-98.

11. Paola Brembilla, “Transmedia Music: The Values of Music as a Transmedia Asset,” in he Routledge Companion
to Transmedia Studies, ed. Matthew Freeman and Renira Rampazzo Gambarato (New York: Routledge, 2018), 82-89.

12. Brembilla, “Transmedia Music,” 83, 84.

13. Lee, “Fragmentary Redemptions,” 145.

14. Regina Yung Lee, “Fragmentary Redemptions: ARMY, RPF, and the AU at the Heart of the Bangtan Universe,”
in Bangtan Remixed: A Critical BTS Reader, ed. Patty Ahn, Michelle Cho, Vernadette Vicuna Gonzalez, Rani Neutil,
Mimi Thi Nguyen and Yutian Wong (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2024), 145-56, 149.
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Stephanie Choi recounts that k4i (“aura or stage presence, including charisma and sex
appeal”) and inseong (“politeness, kindness, and sincerity”) were among the desirable selec-
tion criteria for prospective idols, thereby ensuring they would be capable of connecting
with their audience.” The affective relationship between idol and fan is cultivated by exclu-
sive social media content (available through Weverse, a global subscription platform) and
“fansigns”—short meet-and-greets held throughout Korea. These relationships are as much
formed between a fan and their favorite member, or “bias;” as with the group as a whole; far
from being the uniform automatons that orientalist narratives perpetuate, each idol, and
indeed each group, is tailored to appeal to a different demographic.’ This network of over-
lapping affective connections encourages a rich participatory fan culture, which encom-
passes dance covers (videos where fans recreate the idols’ choreography), fanfiction, digital
curation, and of course, mobile video games.

If writing fanfiction or learning choreography are some of the more involved
participatory fan practices, playing a mobile game is perhaps less effort. In her analysis
of BTS Universe Story—both a visual novel and a now discontinued sandbox game—
Jaclyn Zhou describes producing your own story in the game as “a labor- and time-inten-
sive process”; ARMY responded to this “too-muchness” by producing short, irreverent
edits that Zhou terms “database genres.”” By drawing upon Hiroki Azuma’s oft-cited the-
ory of “database animals,” Zhou locates this practice primarily in consumption, and asserts
such practices are “neither transformative, nor affirmational”™ Yet while database genres
are less involved, perhaps “casual” and less recognizable as “interactive;” this does not mean
they are without meaning.

Both BTS Island and Rhythm Hive are casual mobile games, which Dal Yong Jin
distinguishes from their PC-based counterparts by “their simple rules and.. .. substantially
lower barrier to entry in terms of time and skill.”"” Despite their apparent triviality, mobile
games accounted for over half of the Korean game market in 2021, which as a whole gener-
ated more export revenue than all other Korean cultural industries combined.?* The pop-
ularity of BTS Island and Rhythm Hive in particular is likely attributable to their virtual
depiction of the seven BTS members, and the opportunity for players to interact with,
adopt, and perform these personae. The parallels to Zhou’s database genres, in terms of sim-
plicity and brevity, are plain to see, as is the convenient elision of the barriers of location and
language. Yet by tapping along or logging in, fans actively contribute to BTS’s transnational

and transmedial networked personae.

15. Stephanie Choi, “K-pop Idols: Media Commodities, Affective Laborers, and Cultural Capitalists,” in Zhe
Cambridge Companion to K-pop, ed. Suk-Young Kim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), 141.

16. Ibid., 143—4 4.

17. Jaclyn Zhou, “Your Story Becomes Our Universe’: Fan Edits, Shitposts, and the BTS Database,” in Bangtan
Remixed, 169, 174.

18. Hiroki Azuma, Otaku: Japan’s Database Animals (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2009);
Zhou, “Your Story Becomes Our Universe,” 175.

19. Dal Yong Jin, New Korean Wave: Transnational Cultural Power in the Age of Social Media (Champaign, IL:
University of Illinois Press, 2016), 144.

20. Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism, 2021-Gijun Kontencheu San-eob Josa (2021 Content Industry Statis-
tics, February 2, 2023), 154, 75.
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PERSONAE AS TRANSMEDIAL NETWORKS

To understand how BTS’s transmedial identities circulate and evolve across mobile games,
it is necessary to move beyond performance- and performer-centered models of musical
persona. While musical persona theory, as developed by Philip Auslander, offers valuable
tools for analyzing the ways in which musicians perform their identities, it is limited by its
emphasis on co-present, corporeal performance. Yet in a media ecosystem where pop star-
dom increasingly unfolds across platforms and in the absence of physical presence, such
frameworks must be extended.

This article proposes a hybrid approach that combines persona theory with Actor-
network theory (ANT) to analyze the transmedial (co-)construction of BTS’s personae.
Doing so allows us to account not only for how BTS members perform musical identities,
but how those identities are continuously reconstituted by a complex network of human
and non-human actants: fans, gamers, developers, avatars, platforms, algorithms, and more.
Where persona theory foregrounds the performative construction of musical identity, ANT
challenges anthropocentric assumptions by emphasizing distributed agency. Together, these
frameworks enable a more nuanced reading of BTS’s mobile games as sites of networked
identity formation, in which players co-construct personae through acts of interaction,
play, and affective labor.

According to Auslander, musicians primarily perform not music itself, but their identities
as musicians and public figures.’ His framework emphasizes three key concepts within his
performer-centric theory: frame, genre, and persona. Frame refers to the fundamental con-
textualization that facilitates social interaction and shapes expectations.?”? Genre, on the
other hand, involves categorization and stands as the most significant frame for musical
performances.” Persona, according to Auslander, represents the musical identity that musi-
cians perform. Musicians and audiences perceive and negotiate the persona within the con-
texts of frames and genres.

Two additional concepts are crucial in delineating what constitutes a persona: first,
persona is distinct from the “real person,” referring to the idea of the performer’s offstage
personality; second, persona is not synonymous with “character;” which pertains to the per-
formed entity musicians portray through their lyrics. Auslander regards the “performance
of music as a social interaction,” and he conceptualizes the musical persona as the “perfor-
mance of a social role.”**

This approach brings various performative elements into focus, including gestures,
movements, fashion, light shows, settings, and other modes of expression. Within his the-
ory, Auslander integrates the musical dimension into the broader performance, stating that
“both the musical work and its execution serve the musician’s performance of a persona.”»
While Auslander’s theory offers a comprehensive understanding of musical performance,
it primarily focuses on instances of corporeal co-presence. However, the media landscape

21. Auslander, I Concert, 88.

22. Ibid., 5—6.

23. Ibid., 9-10. See also Fabian Holt, Genre in Popular Music (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2007).
2.4. Auslander, Iz Concert, 9, 83—84.

2. Tbid., 88.
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has since undergone significant transformations. The absence of the term “transmedia” in
his book suggests avenues for future exploration regarding musical persona within evolv-
ing media contexts.

So far, limited literature has addressed the increasingly transmedial nature of musical
personae, which explores how musical identities are performed and negotiated across various
media platforms, including social media channels, such as Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok.
Melanie Fritsch applies Auslander’s concept to analyze Michael Jackson’s musical persona
in the video games “Moonwalker” and “Michael Jackson: The Experience.”* She highlights
how players co-construct Jackson’s persona through performative gameplay—an act that
blends audiovisual spectacle with embodied response. Similarly, in BTS’s mobile games,
personac are not merely represented; they are enacted. Players “perform” BTS not only by
watching or listening, but by tapping rhythms, customizing avatars, and interpreting nar-
rative gestures. As such, they do not passively consume personae but help constitute them.

Kai Arne Hansen explicitly integrates persona theory with a transmedial approach to
investigate the intertextual processes through which artists’ identities are constructed and
negotiated.”” He emphasizes the significance of elements such as social media posts, inter-
views, and music videos in shaping the persona, which emerges from a vast network of mean-
ingful media texts interacting in complex ways. Pascal Rudolph delved into transmedial iden-
tity formations by analyzing performances by pop musicians in narrative cinema.”® In 2024,
Rudolph and Steffen Just published a special issue in the journal Persona Studies on “Personas,
Popular Music, and Stardom in Transmedia,” which provides insights into the transmedial
staging of musical personae.” The articles within the issue analyze the intersection of music,
digital platforms, and audiovisual media through transmedia frameworks, highlighting how
pop stardom operates within the complex, interconnected media landscape of the twenty-first
century. All these contributions collectively assert that contemporary pop personace are trans-
medial phenomena, involving numerous media texts converging within a given frame of ref-
erence. In popular culture, personae often establish such frames, as highlighted by Hansen:

“Moving towards an understanding of how to read pop personae as transmedial phenom-
ena, then, I emphasize that social media posts, artwork, music videos, interviews, and so
on are not just secondary texts that serve to infuse sound recordings with additional
meaning (at the same time as they do). A vast network of meaningful texts and events
operate in relation to each other in a complex interplay, and the continuous interweaving
of multiple different texts, discourses, and narratives ultimately shape pop personae”

26. Melanie Fritsch, “Beat It! Playing the ‘King of Pop’ in Video Games,” in Music Video Games: Performance, Pol-
itics, and Play, ed. Michael Austin (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), 153-76.

27. Kai Arne Hansen, “(Re)Reading Pop Personae: A Transmedial Approach to Studying the Multiple Construc-
tion of Artist Identities, Twentieth-Century Music 16, no. 3 (October 2019): so1-29.

28. Pascal Rudolph, “Bjérk on the Gallows: Performance, Persona, and Authenticity in Lars von Trier’s Dancer in
the Dark,” IASPM Journal 10, no. 1 (November 15, 2020): 22—42; Pascal Rudolph, “And All T Gotta Do Is Act Natu-
rally’: Transmedia Pop Stars, Musical Performance, and Metareference in Narrative Cinema,” Persona Studies 10, no.
1 (May 3,2024): 2241

29. Just, Steffen and Pascal Rudolph, “Personas, Popular Music, and Stardom in Transmedia,” Persona Studies 10,
no.1(May1,2024).

30. Hansen, (Re)Reading Pop Personae, 52.4-25.
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Hansen’s use of the term “network” invokes Actor-network theory (ANT).? ANT,
developed primarily by Bruno Latour along with Michel Callon and John Law, offers a
non-hierarchical framework for understanding persona-constituting relations. According
to ANT, humans, non-humans, avatars, and even objects can act upon one another within
complex relational networks. This challenges anthropocentrism and the performer-cen-
tric focus of traditional persona theory.>> While Auslander follows a performer-centered
theory of musical performance, we argue that the musical personae that are facilitated by
online cultures cannot be reduced to one or just a few human beings. A full understanding
of musical persona in the digital landscape must recognize identity as distributed among
various productive forces that de-center and de-hierarchize the star.

ANT has frequently been applied in relevant music research.® Even some analyses of BTS
employ ANT. Most notably, Jiyoung Lee and Heejeh Ahn examine the BTS ARMY fandom
as a form of activism and as a material assemblage in the sense of ANT.** However, ANT has
rarely been brought into dialogue with the theory of musical personae. Combining these
approaches allows us to shift from a model of persona as performed by individual musi-
cians, to one that understands persona as a distributed phenomenon of ongoing networked
interactions. This framework proves to be advantageous, particularly in the context of our
case study of BTS mobile games, as ANT encompasses non-human components as actants.

Nick Prior, in his analysis of the Vocaloid software and virtual pop star Hatsune Miku,
re-conceptualizes the voice by understanding it as assembled and interconnected. He
describes the voice as comprising “networks of vocality and myriad human-non-human
imbroglios.”* Drawing on ANT, Prior argues that voices are not only mediated by technol-
ogy (such as microphones, amplifiers, and digital editing) but also shaped by factors ranging

from the acoustic characteristics of architecture to the food and drinks consumed. Following

31. John Law, “Actor Network Theory and Material Semiotics” (version of April 25, 2007), accessed August 26,
2024, http://www.heterogencities.net/publications/Law2007 AN TandMaterialSemiotics.pdf; Bruno Latour, Re-
assembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).

32. Pascal Rudolph and Martin Ullrich, “Sometimes I'm Alone’: Exploring Digital Multispecies Music on TikTok”
(IASPM-SEA & IAPMS Joint Conference: Human and More-than-Human Entanglements: Popular Music Perfor-
mance, Education, and Technologies, Bansomdejchaopraya Rajabhat University, Bangkok, 2024).

33. Patrick Valiquet, “Deep Structure: The Generative Subject in Actor-Network Theory and Musicology,” in
Rethinking Music through Science and Technology Studies, ed. Antoine Hennion and Christophe Levaux (Routledge,
2021), 88-109; Martin Ullrich and Sebastian Trump, “Sonic Collaborations between Humans, Non-Human Animals
and Artificial Intelligences: Contemporary and Future Aesthetics in More-than-Human Worlds,” Organised Sound
28, no. 1 (April 2023): 35-42; Alexander Rehding, “Music Theory’s Other Nature: Reflections on Gaia, Humans, and
Music in the Anthropocene,” 192h-Century Music 45, no. 1 (July 1, 2021): 7-22; Benjamin Pickut, “Actor-Networks in
Music History: Clarifications and Critiques,” Tiventieth-Century Music 11, no. 2 (September 2014): 191-215; Georgina
Born and Andrew Barry, “Music, Mediation Theories and Actor-Network Theory,” Contemporary Music Review 37,
no. s—6 (November 2, 2018): 443-87; Francois Debruyne, “Tracing the Music Actor-Network: Losing the Meaning
of Musical Experience? The Limits of a Routinization of Science and Technology Studies Applied to Techniques and
Knowledges of Music,” in Rethinking Music through Science and Technology Studies, ed. Antoine Hennion and Chris-
tophe Levaux (Routledge, 2021), 256-67.

34. Jiyoung Lee and Heejeh Ahn, “Reassembling Fan Activism — Fandom Identity as Material Assemblage and
Strategies of Identity Maintenance,” The Journal of Culture Contents 29 (December 31, 2023): 7—44; Jiyoung Lee and
Heejeh Ahn, “Fandom as an Actor-Network and the Politics of Protection: Focusing on the BTS Fandom ARMY and
the Concert for 2030 Busan Expo Bid,” Humanities Contents 70 (September 30, 2023): 285-307.

35. Nick Prior, “On Vocal Assemblages: From Edison to Miku,” Contemporary Music Review 37, no. s—6 (Novem-
ber 2, 2018): 488—506, 496.
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this approach, we understand the musical personae of contemporary online cultures as con-
stituted by rich networks of components. By integrating AN'T with persona theory, we pro-
pose an understanding of what constitutes a persona that is as open and inclusive as possible.

Several factors contribute to the distributed ontologies of personae, including music
videos, interviews, fan videos, and even ludic avatars and mobile games, as exemplified in
the case of BTS. In ANT terms, BTS personae are not merely the product of seven human
individuals, but the outcome of a heterogeneous network of actants co-produced and con-
tinually negotiated by the band members, producers, fans, the algorithms of Rhyzhm Hiuve,
the dialogue scripts of BTS Island, and more. One of the central assertions in this article
is that musical personae in contemporary online culture are identities shaped by trans-
medial networks, akin to those described by Actor-network theory. In what follows, we
explore how this hybrid framework helps illuminate the distributed ontology of BTS in
the mobile games Rhythm Hive and BT'S Island. These games do not simply represent BT'S;
they offer players opportunities to engage in (musical) performance, narrative participa-
tion, and aesthetic customization. Each of these practices constitutes a form of networked
identity production—one in which musical persona is negotiated, played with, and con-
stantly remade.

REHEARSE NOW...: BTS AND VIDEO GAMES

In this networked interplay between fandom, transmedia storytelling and musicking, par-
ticipation and interactivity are two inseparable dynamics of contemporary music fandom, as
fans do not merely consume musical content but actively engage with it—whether through
collaborative creation, gameplay, or other interactive platforms and immersive narratives.
BTS have released a series of self-produced games and game collaborations since 2016
that encourage this ludic fandom. For instance, SuperStar BTS (2018), BT'S World (2019)
and BT'S Universe Story (2020), all three for mobile and already discontinued, were games
developed to be officially associated with the band and expand their transmedia narrative.
Additionally, crossover events like those in Cookie Run: Kingdom or Among Us feature the
BT21 project, a series of cartoon avatars created by BT'S members, which further spreads
BTS imagery and content across different media.

Developed by Superb, a subsidiary of the aforementioned label, Rhythm Hive was
launched internationally on the App Store and Google Play on February 4, 2021 and states
that the game is “[....] a place for every music lovers [sic]” to “savor the sense of accomplish-
ment” and “enjoy the rhythmic gameplay experience with songs from [their] favorite art-
ists!”*¢ With music literally at the user’s fingertips, Rhyshm Hive prominently features BT S’s
songs along with other artists under the Hybe Corporation, namely TOMORROW X
TOGETHER, ENHYPEN, SEVENTEEN, LE SSERAFIM, NewJeans and BOYNEXT-
DOOR. Alongside gameplay mechanics, rewards, and social customization, the inherent
performative aspect is a powerful catalyst for fans’ affective engagement with BTS and their
performed personae.

36. Hybe, “Homepage,” Rythm Hive, accessed May 7, 2024, https://rhythmhive.hybecorp.com/.

68 JOURNAL OF POPULAR MUSIC STUDIES DECEMBER 2025

620z Jequieoe( g| uo Jasn joodiaarT jo Ausianun Aq pd L9y 2€°620z swdl/g/GE 1 6/19/p/ 2 pd-aonie/swdlnpe-ssaidon-auluo//:dny woy pspeojumoq


https://rhythmhive.hybecorp.com/

FEEL THE BEAT! ON RHYTHM GAMES AND RHYTHM HIVE

This section analyzes Rhythm Hive, a HYBE-certified mobile game, and the first of
two case studies. Rhythm games are a subgenre of music-themed video games where, as
suggested by the name, gameplay revolves around matching inputs to the musical beat,
with each game’s challenge varying according to the tempo of the songs and the required
gestures. While arcade games such as Dance Dance Revolution were popularized at an inter-
national level during the 1990s, peripheral-based games® such as Donkey Konga and, espe-
cially, Guitar Hero (and Rock Band), peaked in terms of success and commercial reach
towards the end of the ‘oos, allowing players to become “rock stars in their living rooms.”*®
This notion taps into a playful fantasy of performance, addingan element of interpretation
and blurring the line between listening and performing. By putting the interpretation back
into a recorded song, Kiri Miller calls this phenomenon a “schizophonic performance,
where players are actively engaged with the music and not just playing along, but rather
“[...] playing between—that is, playing in the gap between virtual and actual performance.”
Following the casual revolution and the rise of mobile gaming in the 2010s, rhythm games
have grown as a popular segment, leveraging technological advances such as the increas-
ing processing power and touch-screen capabilities of smartphones, the enhanced motion
sensors and controls of consoles, and the immersive potential of virtual reality (VR).*
Additionally, more diverse gameplay elements such as narrative and world-building have
been incorporated alongside their core music-based mechanics.” Games like Crypz of the
Necrodancer (2015) exemplify genre hybridization, linking rhythm-based gameplay with
roguelike elements and dungeon crawling, and demonstrate that the rhythmic element
itself can be used as a core gameplay mechanic and evolve through cross-genre blending.
Rhythm Hive appeals to a more specific response in the user’s interaction, based on the
fact that the game is not only about, but by and with BTS and other famous K-pop groups.
As such, it fosters a distinct form of fan engagement, one that surpasses BTS’s music and
encompasses their personae. This means that beyond the core game mechanics that are rel-
atively common and familiar—tapping the screen on beat with effects such as holding or
swiping and trying to earn the maximum number of points—the experience is deeply tied
to the idols” imagery, performances, and narratives. The musical and visual elements are thus

integral to fan participation.

37. In the context of video games, peripheral-based games utilize external devices, cither connected to a computer or
avideo game console, which are used by the player to control the game. While the most common devices used for this
purpose are mice, keyboards, or gamepads, in this context we are referring to more specific and musical-related devices
utilized for rhythm games, such as drum pads, guitar controllers, microphones, congas, and so forth.

38. The Independent, “Rocktastic: How Guitar Hero Brought Stardom to the Masses,” The Independent, April
15, 2009, sec. Games, https://www.independent.co.uk/games/rocktastic-how-guitar-hero-brought-stardom-to-the-
masses-1669257.html.

39. Kiri Miller, Playing Along: Digital Games, YouTube, and Virtual Performance (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2012), 16.

40. Jesper Juul, 4 Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and Their Players (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2010).

41. Vincent Acovino, “Are Rhythm Games Ready for a Comeback?,” Wired, January 20, 2022, https://www.wired.
com/story/rhythm-games-indie-comeback/.
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FIGURE 1. The landing menu of Rhythm Hive in the author’s player profile. BTS’s member Jimin
is in the animated background. Screenshot by one of the authors (who's only level 8, a noob).

The game features, at the time of writing, two game modes. Previously, two other modes
were available which added to the community element of the experience, namely “Live
Stage” and “Cheer Mode.” While the latter was a single-player mode where the user had to
tap to time the groups’ movements much like the dance covers of the artists’ songs, “Live
Stage” was a multiplayer mode where players would compete to achieve the highest score and
progress in the leaderboard. With the Season 4 update on June 22, 2023, these two modes
were removed, and the single-player progress was reset.”> Currently, the two available options
for playing are “Chapter Stage” and “Studio.” “Chapter Stage” is a series of mission/quest-
based performances divided into six chapters, each of which contains 20 preselected short or
full-length tracks, as well as additional options to increase the difficulty or challenge. “Stu-
dio” can be considered as the main single player mode, where the player can simply choose
any song available in the game in any duration and level of difficulty (easy, normal, hard or
super hard). They can also customize this mode to their preference, for example filtering by
album, date, or score, as well as create a list of favorite songs, collect badges and win prizes.

Rhythm Hive contains a number of mechanisms through which players can tailor the
idols’” images—both individually and as a group—according to their own preferences by
unlocking rewards and achieving goals during their gameplay. Daily rewards, special events
(often seasonal or band specific), bonus currency and in-game purchases all allow players
to continue playing when they run out of resources (music points, gold or hive gems), thus
encouraging, at first glance, continued and faithful gameplay on a daily basis. The possibil-
ity to change the avatar, main menu, or visual themes associated with the available bands
allows players to customize their experience according to their favorite idols, tailoring each
GUI (Graphical User Interface) to their own preferences and aesthetic choices inspired
by each band’s own style. With a public profile to add friends and share personal progress,
as well as personalized diaries, the online community in the game may not be able to play
together as they did in previous modes, but they are still connected and can showcase their

42. Each game major update is titled Season, referring to a specific period with unique content, including events,
themed cards and collectibles, specific gameplay styles, etc. “Rhythm Hive,” Namuwiki, accessed May 7, 202 4, heps://
namu.wiki/w/Rhythm%2oHive.
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performance scores and fan capital through the collectible mechanics. Another import-
ant aspect of the gameplay is the “Performance Cards,” where each member of the band
has their own card that can be upgraded with “Experience” and “Gold” points. When the
player upgrades a particular idol’s card, they are able to collect bonus points for the tracks
on which that idol has a vocal solo or specific section. This strengthens the affective bond
between the player and their favorite idol, and reinforces the link between the idols’ cards
and their individual performing personae.

PRACTICE MAKETH PERFECT: "MARVELOUS" PLAYTHROUGHS AND PERFORMATIVE
COMMUNITIES

In the domain of the handheld market, mobile games are typically characterized by a lower
emotional resonance and a reduced financial cost, which are frequently linked to their inher-
ent casuality and practicality for on-the-go play, requiring minimal time, attention or skill.
However, Rhythm Hive may pose a challenge to several of these assumptions. As another
product of BTS’s transmedia strategy, and one of multiple participatory platforms within
the band’s metaverse, this mobile game ultimately requires, and encourages, players’ emo-
tional investment, offering a site for ludic fandom where musical engagement becomes a
form of co-creation of meaning and identity by players in this larger ecosystem of participa-
tory culture. This engagement is central to K-pop’s success as a global phenomenon, in which
“fans take their transcultural knowledge and their emotional investment (Han 2017) and
apply it to their local, everyday lives, sometimes challenging the status quo.”** In the context
of hybrid and transcultural fandom and the digitally mediated world of K-pop, Rhythm Hive
allows for a performative and interactive relationship between the idol’s musical personae
and the affective agency of the player. ® By spreading their own stories across multiple media,
BTS’s inherently transmedial brand opens up “gaps” that generate fan engagement and foster
creative audiences. The group’s personace are not confined to their songs, music videos, or live
performances; instead, they are extended and reinterpreted across media, fostering a multi-
modal ecosystem and making BTS “[....] the holders of a transmedia supersystem.”¢ Rhythm

43. Karen Collins, “A History of Handheld and Mobile Video Game Sound,” in The Oxford Handbook of Mobile
Music Studies, Volume 2, ed. Sumanth Gopinath and Jason Stanyek (Oxford University Press, 2014), 383401, 384.

44. Paul Booth, Playing Fans: Negotiating Fandom and Media in the Digital Age (Iowa City: University Of Iowa
Press, 2015). Rebecca Chiyoko King-O’Riain, ““They Were Having so Much Fun, so Genuinely. . .: K-pop Fan Online
Affect and Corroborated Authenticity, New Media ¢ Society 23, no. 9 (September 1, 2021): 2820-38, 2823. Kate
Sangwon Lee and Huaxin Wei, “Designing Metaverse Platforms for Participatory Culture: What We Can Learn from
BTS in Metaverse and K-pop Fandom,” in With Design: Reinventing Design Modes, ed. Gerhard Bruyns and Huaxin
Wei (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2022), 654—61.

4s. David C. Oh, “K-pop Fans React: Hybridity and the White Celebrity-Fan on YouTube,” International Jour-
nal of Communication 11 (May 23, 2017), 2270-2287. See also Benjamin Han, “K-Pop in Latin America: Transcultural
Fandom and Digital Mediation,” International Journal of Communication 11 (May 23, 2017), 2250-2269; Courtney
McLaren and Dal Yong Jin, “You Can’t Help But Love Them’: BT, Transcultural Fandom, and Affective Identities,”
Korea Journal 60, no. 1 (March 1, 2020), 100-127.

46. Jenkins, Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers. Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford, and Joshua Green, Spreadable Media: Creating
Value and Meaning in a Networked Culture (New York: New York University Press, 2013). Stefania Piccialli, “Connect,
BTS: An Example of Innovative Transmedia Branding To Rethink Spatiality and Meaning-Making,” Asia Marketing
Journal 22, no. 4 (January 31, 2021), hteps://doi.org/10.15830/amj.2020.22.4.151.
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FIGURE 2. Game dashboard preceding the gameplay of a song in Stage Mode, displaying the idol
cards corresponding to each BTS member, the suggested additional mission, and other inter-
face elements. Screenshot by one of the authors.

Hive is a further extension of BT'S’s narrative universe, and an example of how transmedia
storytelling facilitates participatory and interactive fan engagement, through which BTS’s
musical personae are co-constructed and performed across transmedia.

Combining either beats or supporting rhythms with melody lines and pitch changes,
each song’s arcade—the interactive, thythm-based performance triggered when a track is
selected—presents an accessible way for a fan to not only listen to, but engage with their own
reading (and imagination) of an idol’s rendition of a particular track, as supported by the art-
ist’s card and other visual elements during active gameplay. By playing in the mediated space
between pre-recorded songs and embodied haptic performance, they reinforce their affec-
tive connections with the idols (and each other) through a form of “corroborated authentic-
ity”¥ For instance, the Stage Mode playthrough of Dynamite, BTS’s first number one single
in the US, gives the player a mission to achieve 88 hits—a straightforward objective that
nevertheless appeals to the more competitive instincts of completion, sustained attention,
and rhythmic accuracy. The player must tap, hold and slide with each or both fingers to the
song’s energetic beat, guided by a flowing stream of color-coded indicators corresponding to
specific gestures. This is accompanied onscreen by flash cards of the band members singing
cach section/verse of the song, identifying the idol who is (co-)performing. Each gesture
is ranked either “MISS” (entirely missing the note,) “FAIR,” “GOOD,” “EXCELLENT”
or “MARVELOUS;” with the latter four all qualifying as a hit, and the objective being to
match every beat as accurately as possible. These rankings, alongside score multipliers, go
on to affect the total score, which ranges from a “FAIL” to “C;” the minimum necessary to
complete the song and unlock the next one, to “EX” for excellent. The player is then pro-
vided with positive feedback in the form of celebratory animations and virtual applause, an
affective and layered experience that strengthens the bond between idol and fan.

It is interesting to note that not all song missions offer the same level of reward for

technical perfection. Some objectives may appear counterintuitive, such as requiring

players to register a specific number of “GOOD?” hits rather than “EXCELLENT” or

47. King-O'Riain, ““They Were Having so Much Fun, so Genuinely. . ;" 2838.
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“MARVELOUS.” This approach compels players to deliberately underperform, thereby
challenging conventional notions of skill and fostering a form of strategic play that defies
optimization. As with many mobile games, certain features—such as performance boosters,
additional chances, or higher-tier rewards—are gated behind monetization tactics, namely
ads and paywalls. Players can unlock these advantages either by purchasing Hive Gems, the
game’s in-app currency, or by watching advertisements, shaping the rhythm of play itself
and introducing (frustrating) moments of interruption, or by never allowing the player to
get a full score in a song due to missed pay-to-win bonuses.

Beyond the performance sequences, Rhythm Hive also cultivates a sense of routine
through its daily login system, where one is flooded with time-limited rewards, bonuses,
and pop-up missions when launching the game for the first time in a given day. These ele-
ments encourage users to return to the app daily, not necessarily to play but rather to check
in. Logging in can be seen as a ritual that is driven less by spontaneity and more by the
anticipation of accumulating points, cards, or Hive Gems. While these daily incentives are
designed to increase engagement, there is a risk that they may blur the line between playful
immersion and obligation, transforming musical fandom into a scheduled digital chore. In
this way, Rhythm Hive embeds musical interaction within broader economies of attention
and affect, linking play not only to skill but also to time and emotional labor. This perspec-
tive resonates with Nancy Baym’s concept of “relational labor”, which asserts that interac-
tion and engagement with media are not simply residual effects of fandom but are actively
cultivated, negotiated, and occasionally commodified through platform interactions.” In
this context, playing a BT'S song becomes a collaborative performance, where fans navigate
corporate structures to maintain a sense of closeness and engagement.

This embedding of musical interaction within economic and affective structures helps to
reframe the dynamics of the game as more than entertainment. The game’s mechanics allow
fans to engage in a performative act that goes beyond musical mimicry and directly engages
with the idols” personae through the performance cards and customized avatars. As such,
the players, BT'S’s virtual avatars, and the game itself become actors within the distributed
network of their transmedia personae. In addition to the available personalization features
(avatars, themes, upgrades, and performance cards), players participate in the transmedial
co-construction of identity through musical recreations. This mobile game can be seen asa
representation of the shift from a performer-centered model of musical personae to a decen-
tralized, interactive, and participatory one, directly linked to fan agency. Rhythm Hive thus
becomes a ludic platform where fans not only consume BTS’s music, but also “perform” it,
and share it with online communities in the ever-connected Bantgan Universe.

And yet, this experience of play—both affective and skill-based—is ultimately fleeting.
Like many mobile games, Rhythm Hive exists within a temporal economy defined by app
updates and maintenance, licensing agreements, and the volatility of fandom, rendering
its longevity or shelf life uncertain. At the time of this writing, for example, a new game
mode has just been added to the app: while still in beta, “Catch Live” allows up to eight

48. Nancy K. Baym, Playing to the Crowd: Musicians, Audiences, and the Intimate Work of Connection (New York:
New York University Press, 2018), 19.
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users to play music cooperatively in real time, as well as a private live mode for groups of
friends. Further updates may significantly change or add to the game’s mechanics, interface,
or modes of interaction, affecting not only how Rhythm Hive is experienced but also how
it is performed and remembered.

In this context, if Twitter/X, Weverse and V Live provide either glimpses or full
livestreams of the band members’ daily lives, tastes and preferences, Rhythm Hive offers a
more interactive and customized space for demonstrating both rhythmic skill in performing
songs and participatory fandom by showing off their level of “true” knowledge of K-pop and
its idols. Playing the game becomes a way to assert familiarity with BT'S’s discography and
transmedia world; however, these performances are ephemeral. In this sense, the analysis
presented here is necessarily situated within a specific temporal frame and reflects a particu-
lar version of the game, shaped by an individual embodied engagement with its design, chal-
lenges, and emotional resonances during this process. As such, this paper may also function
as a form of ludic ethnography that aims to capture the complex entanglements of music,
fandom, and transmedia temporality.

BTS ISLAND: "A SPECIAL ISLAND JUST FOR YOU AND THE 7 BOYS"

While Rhythm Hive affords interactive and performative encounters with both the musical
material and the personae of BTS, in our second case study, BTS: Island: In the SEOM
Puzzle (2022), the focus is more explicitly on the musicians as social entities. The narrative
premise of the game is straightforward: the band are stranded on an island after their boat
breaks down on the way to a show. Without their manager present, they carry out a series
of tasks to craft a relaxing environment as they await help. The emphasis on the cozy nature
of the game means that narrative tension is low and players are free to complete puzzles
to progress the loose plot or simply spend time on the island, interacting with human and
non-human elements. After level 30, the player can opt to start new chapters on “Winter
Island,” “Desert Island,” or “Shadow Island,” with new islands released periodically to sus-
tain fan engagement through an ever evolving, if simple and mundane, narrative. For BTS
fans, the game offers a haven through which to channel their participation in the transna-
tional and transmedial BTS fandom.?

In an analysis of the farming simulator game Stardew Valley, Kate Galloway uses
ethnography to shed light on the connection between human and non-human actors, refer-
ring to this affective network as an ecology.®® BT'S Island is not as ecologically rich, lacking
the (bio) diversity of Stardew Valley’s environmental soundscape; however, the game does
frequently draw attention to the BTS avatars’ natural surroundings. One cutscene in the

49. O’Leary and Tobias outline that fan participation with videogames operates within the gameplay, through the
game, and around the game in “Sonic Participatory Cultures within, through, and around Video Games” in The Oxford
Handbook of Music Making and Leisure ed. Roger Manti and Gareth Dylan Smitz (Oxford/New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2017), 54164, https://doi.org/10.1093/0xfordhb/9780190244705.013.28

so. Kate Galloway, “Soundwalking and the Aurality of Stardew Valley. An Ethnography of Listening to and Inter-
acting with Environmental Game Audio” in Music in the Role-Playing Game: Heroes & Harmonies (1st ed.), ed. William
Gibbons and Steven Reale (New York: Routledge, 2019), 159—78. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351253208
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game simply shows BTS watching a sunset together. The first island setting is ambiguously
located, with the descriptor “tropical” as one of very few specific markers of location, and
liminal through the narrative emphasis on the separation (or escape) from everyday life,
making it an ideal virtual setting for the transnational BTS fandom. As a BT'S product, it is
unsurprising to find that ambient ecological sound is largely absent, and music is afforded
precedence over the soundtrack. However, ANT’s challenge to anthropocentrism becomes
more pronounced when examining interaction that is not centered on the physical interac-
tion of (human) players with gameplay mechanics but instead incorporates a broader spec-
trum and definition of interaction as well as actors.

As Karen Collins highlights, different forms of interactivity operate on a non-
hierarchical spectrum.” Musician mobile games involve a high level of socio-cultural and
interpersonal interaction. Even on a narrative level, the emotional pull of BTS Island’s plot
revolves around the interpersonal relationships between individual avatars. The BTS avatars
frequently reference their fandom in an affectionate manner and very occasionally address
the player directly. As such, the avatars act upon the player and re-configure BTS personae,
just as the player, ARMY, and the individual BTS members act upon the avatars. The appli-
cation of ANT to this case allows us to move beyond the way that the game facilitates social
networks (although these are an important facet) and beyond the prioritizing of physical

human-centered interaction.

IMMERSIVE GAMEPLAY AS DAILY AFFECTIVE LABOR

The intended audience or “ideal player” envisioned by the game developers is a mem-
ber of ARMY, finding enjoyment and satisfaction through the affirmation of their exten-
sive knowledge of BTS. We are aware from the very opening cutscene that we occupy an
unusual position as players. After realizing they are stranded, the musicians start to panic
and Jimin remarks through tears that “ARMY will be worried if they don’t hear back from
us.” This statement is an expression of intimacy and affection from Jimin to the player. Isa-
bella Van Elferen’s A.L.I (affect, literacy, interaction) model of immersion rests on “the
personal involvement in a given situation through memory, emotion and identification”
and “habituated practices” of interpretation that is strengthened by strong knowledge of
intertextual and networked meanings.”” In the simulation layer of the game, the impor-
tance of affect and literacy is key to sustaining fan engagement, and interaction is key to
the puzzle layer.

There are two central layers of gameplay that are mirrored in the musical architecture.
The puzzle layer is a match-three game, in the model of Candy Crush Saga (2012), in which
the player must rearrange items on a board to match symbols and clear the level. It is this
primary gameplay that determines the players’ level and rewards them with stars that can
be “spent” to progress the narrative. The looping background music at 125 bpm remains

st. Karen Collins, Playing with Sound: A Theory of Interacting with Sound and Music in Video Games (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2013), 20-21.

s2. Isabella Van Elferen, “Analysing Game Musical Immersion: the ALI model,” in Ludomusicology: Approaches to
Video Game Music, ed. Michiel Kamp and Tim Summers (Sheffield: Equinox Publishing, 2016) 34.
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consistent across levels, and the puzzles provide audible and haptic feedback when you use
items such as bombs or spinning tops or make a match, creating kinesonic congruence® to
heighten the “audio-hyperrealism” and “challenge-based immersion.”>*

It is the puzzle layer that determines a player’s level; however, it is the simulation layer
within which this is embedded that serves as the primary layer in the game and the one in
which players negotiate persona most clearly. This diegetic layer contextualizes and makes
meaningful the puzzle layer, which is almost entirely removed from the narrative. There is
also a social space, narrative cutscenes, and customizable clubhouse interior spaces, all of
which are embedded loosely within the island setting and the narrative to a greater and
lesser degree. The narrative progresses primarily through the dialogue cutscenes, with play-
ers progressing through fixed text-based dialogue lines and selecting the occasional branch-
ing option. Each member of the group is given a happiness bar that players can fill by hav-
ing them interact with objects or by selecting their dialogue options during the branching
dialogue cutscenes. Though the extent to which player choice alters the narrative develop-
ment of such scenes is minimal, the player is instructed on the effect their choices have on
the happiness of their chosen musician.

When writing about cutscenes, Giles Hooper writes:

“The simple (or simplistic) syllogism runs thus: videogame gameplay is interactive;
cutscenes are not interactive; therefore, cutscenes are not a part of videogame gameplay.
However, in a version of the petitio principii fallacy, this assumes a notion of interactiv-
ity predicated on a kinetic-cybernetic feedback loop within a rules-based system—one

which also presupposes, by analogical default, a passivity when engaging with a book or
a film.”»

In the case of BTS Island, these cutscenes hold especially strong emotional and affective
resonance for players, containing not only traces of what has occurred prior to this in the
game, but also of a strong transmedia web of meanings and associations that constitute an
ever-evolving notion of persona. Player agency in this case is not predicated on kinesthetic
interaction or even agency over the narrative dcvclopmcnt, but rather on imaginative and
interpretive identity construction and affective attachment.

The local narrative layer within which the cutscenes are embedded draws heavily on Nin-
tendo’s Animal Crossing formula. The phenomenal success of Animal Crossing: New Hori-
zons (2020) during the COVID-19 lockdowns has been attributed to escapism as the cutesy
animated island provided much-needed respite from the pandemic.® Natalie Farrell’s anal-
ysis of the easy-listening soundtrack argues that the looped background music in the game
offered players an affective environment through which to process and enact the traumas of

53. Collins, Playing with Sound, 3s.

54. Anahid Kassabian, “Sound and Immersion in Timekiller Games,” Journal of Sonic Studies, 10 (2015).

5s. Giles Hooper, “Sounding the Story: Music in Videogame Cutscenes,” in Emotion in Video Game Soundtrack-
ing, ed. Duncan Williams and Newton Lee (Springer, Cham. 2017), 115-142, 121, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
319-72272-6_10.

56. Imad Khan, “Why Animal Crossing Is the Game for the Coronavirus Moment,” New York Times (April 7 2020);
Lin Zhu, “The Psychology behind Video Games during COVID-19 Pandemic: A Case Study of Animal Crossing:
New Horizons,” Human Behavior and Emerging Technologies 3, no. 1 (2021), 157-59, https://doi.org/10.1002/hbez.221
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COVID-19. BTS Island was released two years after New Horizons and followed the BTS
reality television show Iz The Soop (2021), which translates as ‘in the forest, and the special
tie-in music video for “Life Goes On” (2020) filmed on-set, both of which were released
during the early years of the pandemic. The show follows BTS as they take a break from
their busy schedules to spend time together in the forest, a clear precedent for the narrative
premise of the mobile game. The television show established the theme of nature as a space
for respite, escape, and interpersonal connection during the COVID-19 lockdowns and the
social and cultural ramifications of such isolation and dissociation were still prevalent in
2022 when the game was released. It is unsurprising, therefore, to find that the game utilizes
similar strategies to those identified in Animal Crossing by Farrell.>®

If, as Auslander argues, genre categorization is the most significant frame for musical
performances, then in the case of media, the genre of a media text also acts as an addi-
tional frame for the construction of musical personae in mobile games.* The background
music in the island layer of BTS Island is highly repetitive and similarly foregrounds a
calming affective environment. It operates on repeat for as long as the player spends time
on the island. The track is titled “Our Island (Prod. SUGA of BTS),” and the name of
the track is displayed in the top left corner of the loading screen. The prominent cred-
iting of SUGA affords affective attachment to the soundtrack, while creating a sense of
familiarity, despite the track’s divergence from the musical genres that BTS’s collective
and solo music spans.

YouTube comments on the official music video frame SUGA as a versatile, cross-genre
and transmedia composer and/or emphasize the calming and soothing nature of the track.
The track is constructed around an AB structure that is repeated three times, with the tex-
ture and instrumentation building on each cycle before reaching a cadence. The identifiable
end and return of the track from the beginning emphasizes the repeatability, both internal
to the track and through its utilization, as well as the predictability of the soundtrack. In
terms of transmedia marketing strategies, the closed form also allows the track to be mar-
keted as a standalone single for listeners to engage with outside of the island setting and to
use it as soundtrack to their own everyday experiences.

The marketing material for BT'S Island emphasizes the relaxing nature of the game and
claims that it features an island created by BT'S for you to spend time with “the boys.” By posi-
tioning the game within the same genre as Animal Crossing, due to the use of descriptive char-
acteristics centered on affect and setting, genre is used as a frame to shape player expectations
as well as a marketing tool. The sentimentality and cute aesthetics associated with the calm-
ing island simulation is in keeping with BTS’s evolving personae across other media texts.

Players adopt a high-angle view, not playing as any BT'S member, but rather watching
and interacting wizh them in limited ways. The player uses touch to move the avatars onto
objects (e.g. a dance machine) so that they interact with them or to another BTS mem-
ber so that they interact with one another. In idol culture, the interpersonal relationships

57. Natalie Farrell, “K. K. Covid-19: Temporality, Trauma, and the Animal Crossing: New Horizons Soundtrack;,”
Journal of Sound and Music in Games 3 No. 4 (2022): 1-28.

58. Ibid.

59. Auslander, Iz Concert, 9—10.
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between idols within a group are significant, with fans paying close attention to the chem-
istry between individual idols.® This is played out most directly in the cutscenes, where the
emphasis is more on the group’s interpersonal interactions than on detailed narrative devel-
opment. If the player touches the avatar as it mills around on the island, lines of dialogue
appear on a randomly generated loop interspersed with short “performances” of their hit
songs. In most cases, the performance consists of a few seconds of an audio sample that takes
over the soundtrack, while changes to the avatars’ facial expressions and gestures mimic the
performance persona of the idol as lyrics appear in speech bubbles. After the sample fades
out, “Our Island (Prod. SUGA of BTS)” starts up again from the beginning, marking a
return to the affective environment afforded through the music.

Material surrounding the game and thus acting as contributing nodes within the “frame”
for fan interaction and persona co-construction includes “dev[clopment] notes” hosted
on the website (a series of questions posed to each BTS member to inform the character
design) and a four-part web series called “BTS become game developers.” The latter was
released on the game’s YouTube channel in the two months prior to the game’s release
(April-May 2022), and the first episode has 3.5 million viewers as of September 2024.°!
That the island is created “by” BT'S is a conceit the player is free to interpret as they wish.
The episodes include footage of BTS playtesting in-development game material and offer-
ing feedback and ideas. The players are thus invited to engage with the game as mediator
between themselves and the musicians, where traces of the musicians’ agency can be felt,
imagined, and interpreted.

“WHO SHOULD | BE TODAY?": PLAYING WITH CHARACTER AND PERSONA

The distinction between character and persona is what sets music games such as BT'S Island
apart from other mobile simulation games. While Auslander defines character as a fictional
entity performed through songlyrics,” the BTS avatars can be understood as charactersina
broader sense. Players are aware that the avatars are representations of the idol that have been
created by (or at least shaped by) the idol themselves, operating as both characters within
a game and a constituent part of the musicians’ personae. Writing about “dynamic” video-
game characters, Joleen Blom argues that fictional characters in transmedia storytelling chal-
lenge the idea of fixed identities.® This is taken to its extreme in branching narrative games
where player choices differ across playthroughs, posing a challenge for related media. The
BTS members in BTS Island cannot be understood as “dynamic” in Blom’s sense, as player
agency over the narrative and dialogue options is limited, but the transmediality of persona
construction does complicate a “top-down” model of agency in which persona and identity

are represented as stable.

60. Stephanie Choi, “K-pop Idols,” 149.

61. “BTS Become Game Developers: EPo1,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3 4uglJWBLMc.

62. Auslander, In Concert. 83—84.

63. Joleen Blom, Video Game Characters and Transmedia Storytelling: The Dynamic Game Character (Amsterdam
University Press, 2023), https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.7249516. 13-14
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Fans of fictional characters also expect consistent identities across media, but the agency
over characters and story is also central to the gameplay for many story-rich games, obliging
game developers to come up with strategies for navigating the tension between agency and
fan knowledge across the franchise. The agency over character is limited in BT'S Island in
favor of parasocial relationships with BTS as non-dynamic NPCs (non-player characters).
As the in-game BT'S are not only characters but an aspect of persona, the game relies on
the affective attachments fans already have for the group, while building and reconfigur-
ing these within the context(s) of the game. For the game to function as a convincing actor
in persona construction, it is important that fan knowledge is rewarded, and the persona
constructed by the game is in harmony with the existing transmedial picture, albeit with
freedom for interpretation and creative re-configuring. The game predominantly relies on
fans building on their own pre-existing perception of the musicians, rather than the narra-
tive representation of character. As Elizabeth Evans remarks, there is a distinction between
affect produced through narrative content and affect for the text itself.*

The developers of BT'S Island thus aimed for verisimilitude between BTS’s existing
personae (as distributed over a network of media and actors) and the identities of the BT'S
avatars. For Hansen, the way “that pop personae are constructed transmedially by a plurality
of interdependent texts and discourses, however, does not negate the fact that they can pres-
ent a relatively consistent display of identity.”®> The material released in advance of the game
points towards the input of BT'S on the creation of the avatars and thus operates as a frame
in Auslander’s sense, shaping player engagement with BT S’s non-human counterparts.® The
“dev notes” show each member’s responses to specific questions around what they would
do in certain scenarios, implying that the narrative cutscenes and the lines of dialogue that
appear when you click on them are based on the musicians’ direct input. RM opted to fix
the boat first after landing, and the RM avatar suggests this as one of the options available
for the player to select. Similarly, when the player interacts with RM’s avatar through touch,
several possible lines of dialogue refer to his interest in reading (a characteristic that has
also spawned several YouTube features on his book recommendations). However, at times,
the avatars also refer to the dual nature of their personae. As Kim notes, several of the BT'S
members have “double identities:” though they initially drew on American rap culture in
adopting stage names, they choose to use their birth names in certain settings.” Another of
RM’s dialogue options is “who should I be today, Kim Nam-joon or RM?” In specifically
referring to the link between birth name and stage name the game offers a teasing glimpse
of the “real” while acknowledging the performative aspect of persona.

As mentioned above, the avatars also “perform” lines of their music when you touch
them. The avatars have standard performative gestures and movements they do on repeat as
the audio sample plays. RM clasps his hands, miming the gesture of holding a microphone,
and sways, Jin sways side to side with his hips, and V rocks towards and away from his clasped

64. Elizabeth Evans, Understanding Engagement in Transmedia Culture (London: Routledge, 2019), 100.
65. Hansen, (Re)Reading Pop Personae, 506.

66. Auslander, Iz Concert, s—6.

67. Kim, “BTS and the World Music Industry.”
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FIGURE 4. Agust D (SUGA) performing in “Agust D ‘Daechwita’ Live Clip (full ver.) | SUGA:
Road to D-DAY."

hand, moving towards and away from his imaginary microphone. Occasionally, the songs
seem to have warranted specific performative gestures. J-Hope’s “More” calls for an angry
expression to match the vocal belting in the chorus of the song, and SUGA’s performance
of “Daechwita” mimics his wide knee and low shoulder stance (compare Figs. 3 and 4).
The quotations are “autosonic,” as they use digital sampling, rather than “allosonic,”
where the material is re-recorded, which is fitting for a casual game released by the band’s
production company.®® Casual games tend not to involve composers for financial reasons,
and the looping nature of “Our Island” makes it a cost-effective use of music, while also
serving as a commercial tie-in. The autosonic quotations tend to be taken from solo work,
including that released under the BTS name and that released individually (Table 1). In

i. BANGTANTY, “Agust D ‘Daechwita” Live Clip (full ver.) | SUGA: Road to D-DAY’
68. Serge Lacasse, “Intertextuality and Hypertextuality in Recorded Popular Music,” in The Musical Work: Reality
or Invention?, ed. Michael Talbot (Liverpool University Press, 2000), 35—58.
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TABLE 1. Quotations triggered when the player touches the RM avatar.

Track Name Track Artist Songwriting Credit ~ Album Release Date
Wild Flower RM (feat. Youjeen) Yes Indigo 2022
Bicycle RM Yes N/A 2021
Intro: Persona RM [on BTS album] Yes Map of the Soul: Persona 2019
Trivia 7&: Love RM [on BTS album] Yes Love Yourself: Answer 2018
Reflection RM [on BTS album] Yes Wings 2016

2022 the band announced the start of “chapter two,” in which they would focus on their
solo work, and the game foregrounds the music from this phase, helping to differentiate
between each idol with strong musical differences to match the gestures that contribute to
their individual performance personac.

Differentiation between members of BTS is also central to idol culture and therefore to
player engagement. While idols are selected and trained to fit a cohesive “concept” for the
band, as their career develops, the idols tend to express more individuality through music
production, amongst other projects.”” Even within the carly days, differentiation within this
conceptual frame is key to the fan-idol parasocial relationship as the fan selects a favorite
member, or “bias,” with which to form a distinct bond. Aspects of their performance per-
sona, such as hairstyles, clothing, gestures, and musical delivery, all help to demarcate the
individual idol. The subsequent focus on developing solo careers for BTS during their hia-
tus can be seen as an extension of this, where their differentiated personae within BT'S con-
tributes to the frame within which their solo personae are negotiated.

One of the primary mechanics of the game involves improving the happiness of the BTS
avatars. As is common for parasocial relationships between, and with, videogame charac-
ters, there are conditions and ways to progress interaction with the NPCs. In the cutscenes,
BTS discuss the scenarios in which they find themselves and offer suggestions (e.g. what
drink to make first at the new bar). The player is then instructed to select one of the options,
each corresponding to a character, and the selected character is awarded more happiness
points. The player is free to prioritize the happiness of their “bias;” simply choose the line
of dialogue they prefer, or adopt a strategy to improve the overall happiness of the group by
varying who they select at each point. The rewards for improving the musicians” happiness
are outfits for their avatars, each based on outfits worn by the musician during “real-life”
performances, and high-resolution images. The “dev notes” include questions about their
favorite performance outfits, which are likely to have influenced their replication in the
game, as well as the level of happiness needed to obtain these. Fans may experience a sense
of validation or inclusion in recognizing the outfit, as it requires a high level of knowledge
to do so. For example, RM’s “1 Minute English Teacher” outfit (Fig. 4) is taken from an epi-
sode of the mini-series Flower Boys Bangtan High School (2016), in which RM teaches the
audience of ARMY how to interpret an English phrase about love and happiness through

69. Choi, “K-pop Idols,” 150.
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FIGURE 6. RM teaching ARMY English in Flower Boys Bangtan High School (2016)."

direct address (Fig. 5). The transmedial network of interconnected texts thus contributes
to the frame through which the players engage with the avatars as expressions of persona.

IN-GAME SOCIAL ENCOUNTERS: EVENTS, CLUBS AND THE PLAZA

The game encourages sustained and dedicated engagement, operating as a form of “devo-
tee work.””® Alongside ludic enjoyment, fans are offered several different benefits to their

continued investment, both in terms of in-game customization, collectibles and narrative

ii. KOCOWA TV, “What if There Was an Eye Candy BTS High School?! [Star Show 360 Ep 8]” https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=lwOjBX7tc-I

70. Robert A. Stebbins, Careers in Serious Leisure: From Dabbler to Devotee in Search of Fulfilment (London: Pal-
grave Macmillan UK, 2014).
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progress, as well as less measurable social rewards. The player is offered the promise of
self-actualization through their knowledge and level of BTS fandom as well as their mas-
tery of the puzzles. Engagement and investment in the game also fulfills a sense of self-ex-
pression, through the customization of BT S’s avatars in-game, and the player’s performance
of fandom in both digital and physical spaces—that they play the game at all signifies to
others their commitment to BTS and their potential identity as an ARMY member.

There are, therefore, multiple levels and types of social engagement at play here. The
game facilitates parasocial relationships between the player and avatar, and between the
player and idol. The game also facilitates in-game social encounters between players, oper-
ating as an “affinity space” in which members share their knowledge and commitment to
BTS, often anonymously (using gamer IDs).” Clubs allow players to comment on group
message boards, compete in club leaderboards, and offer and receive help from players
in the form of hearts that you need to continue to the next level of the match-three if
you fail. Players are also given a popularity rating that can be improved by sending gifts
(e.g. flowers, flowerpots, fruit baskets). Alongside this collaboration, there are events that
usually revolve around collecting certain objects through the match-three game to com-
pete with other players. Players are also rewarded with a sense of group accomplishment
through gifting, as well as a broader sense of sustaining their commitment to and “sup-
porting” BTS.

As previously noted, the player primarily does not control any one avatar but instead
adopts a high-angle view. The one exception to this occurs in the game’s social space: the
“plaza” Here, the player can crucially select which BTS avatar to represent them as they
move it around the space to interact with objects and other members. This operates as both
a form of self-expression (the player can choose their favorite member or one that they
have a special outfit for) and an invitation to perform persona (albeit in a limited capac-
ity). Members communicate with each other through a chat feature and a dialogue bubble
appears above their player’s avatar. In theory, players are free to adopt their avatar as a virtual
skin and communicate with other members as if they were the BTS idol. Even if the player
chooses the more standard option of using the avatar as a skin only, while communicating
“as themselves,” the game facilitates interaction with others who lack physical co-presence,
instead mediating interaction through their customizable BT avatars.

While the dialogue and narrative only rarely address the player directly, the game
addresses the player as fan continually, through references to commonly known charac-
teristics of each BT'S member’s persona, including performative aspects, such as clothing,
gesture, and solo musical performances. Beyond the game itself, participation through and
around the game also demonstrates the role individual actors have in the co-construction
of star personae. Videos splicing clips of RM dancing with game footage of the avatar danc-
ing to show similarities or highlighting references that “only ARMY will understand” are
fan expressions that serve to re-configure and shape subsequent player engagement with

71. James Paul Gee and Elisabeth Hayes, “Nurturing Affinity Spaces and Game-Based Learning,” in Games, Learn-
ing, and Society: Learning and Meaning in the Digital Age, ed. Constance Steinkuchler, Kurt Squire, and Sasha Barab
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 129-53.

Carteretal. | K-pop Stars at Your Fingertips 83

620z Jequieoe( g| uo Jasn joodiaarT jo Ausianun Aq pd L9y 2€°620z swdl/g/GE 1 6/19/p/ 2 pd-aonie/swdlnpe-ssaidon-auluo//:dny woy pspeojumoq



the avatars as expressions of persona.” As such, the game itself and the BTS avatars can be
understood as non-human actors operating in dialogue with a vast network of distrib-
uted actors in the construction of persona. The inherent complexity of analyzing trans-
medial networks in an age where the constituent parts are ever-expanding makes the
analysis of personae construction a difficult feat. The tension between fan agency and a
necessary stability linked to the commercialization of idols as brands makes for complex
processes of affective management, the traces of which can be found in the architecture
of the game itself.

FINAL REMARKS

The collaborative nature of this paper, involving multiple voices and perspectives, reflects
the multifaceted nature of the transmedial and transnational phenomenon that is BTS. The
deliberately experimental mixing of different academic perspectives, as well as the research-
ers’ own socio-cultural contexts and backgrounds, is not only challenging, but also excit-
ing, reflecting the broader dynamics implicit in the study of online cultures, where multi-
ple identities, narratives, and experiences converge. Through this lens, it’s clear that digital
platforms, transmedia storytelling, and “chronically online” practices are central to under-
standing the role popular music plays in contemporary creative industries, and the aesthetic,
paradigmatic, and discursive shifts it engenders. This special issue—and this article within
it—aims to contribute to this evolving discourse.

With this work, we aim to build on the existing body of K-pop and BTS studies,
particularly that concerning their transmedial strategy and online multimodality. We also
offer a fresh perspective on the cultures of online music fandom, drawing attention to the
audiovisual medium of video games, and the inherent interactivity they afford. By com-
bining Actor-network theory and the theory of musical personae, we have demonstrated
how the two mobile games BT'S Island and Rhythm Hive reshape the transmedial narra-
tive of BT'S, and allow fans to engage with this in musical and meaningful ways. While pop
stars and their personae have long been constituted by networks of components, we argue
that contemporary online culture facilitates a more inclusive and visible network. Through
(social) media’s produsage, fans have the opportunity to participate in the co-construction
of a musical persona, whether by posting a musical cover on YouTube or playing as their
favorite star in a mobile game, which results in personae that are networked and multiple
in their ontology.

The two games discussed make distinctive contributions to the transmedia ecosystem
that BTS and HYBE maintain. Rhyshm Hive exemplifies an interactive engagement model
in which players experience a hybrid of musical and narrative elements as they tap out songs.
The visual elements of BT'S’s musical personae that appear during gameplay strengthen
the affective relationship between fan and idol, and allow fans to take part in the idols’

72. Butter BTS k-pop, “RM Dance in BTS Island,” https://www.youtube.com/shorts/NHuuKGIztDo; Dacbak
Global TV, “25 References & Inside Jokes In ‘BTS Island: In The SEOM’ Game that only ARMY will understand,”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xAfyHXjXWgk.
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performance, thereby engaging with BTS’s music beyond “passive” listening. The result is
a collaborative co-construction of musical identities that extends across digital platforms.
In contrast, BTS Island highlights the complexity of persona construction as a dynamic
and fluid process of identity. Though players have limited agency over the game’s narrative
progression, it provides a unique space where BT'S avatars function as both characters and
extensions of the idols” personae, which fans can perform and negotiate through gameplay.
Rather than privilege a model of interaction and immersion based on human input, ANT
has allowed us to expand what we consider central to gameplay in this case. While the pri-
mary input-focused layer is the puzzle layer, it is through the interaction among avatar,
BTS’s personae, and player in the narrative layer and embedded social space that the game is
made meaningful to fans. Together, these games demonstrate how different levels of interac-
tion and narrative control shape both fan experiences and the personae they help construct.

With this being said, it is important to recognize the limitations inherent in this type
of interactivity. Unlike BTS fanfiction, fan edits, and the Bangtan Universe (BU), which
allow fans significant agency in contributing to and reshaping the BTS narrative, the scope
for personal transformation and narrative influence within these mobile games is more con-
strained. However, this does not necessarily make them less significant: the accessibility of
casual gaming provides an entry point for those who may not take part in more involved
fan practices, even for those with minimal gaming experience. These games are seamlessly
integrated into the broader BTS transmedia ecosystem, allowing fans to engage with the
band’s multifaceted world in a less time- and labor-intensive way, and potentially serving as
a conduit to more transformative fan practices.

Our research highlights the importance of a broad scope in popular music scholarship,
one that both acknowledges the diverse and interactive formats in contemporary digital
media and meaningfully engages with non-Western contexts. Through doing so we hope to
foster cross-discipline collaboration, encourage diverse frameworks and work processes, and
avoid confining ourselves to our individual scholarly niches. The analyses above highlight
the importance of mobile video games within the ever-evolving BTS transmedial ecosystem,
and their role in the co-construction of BTS’s personae. As such, they contribute both an
interdisciplinary perspective to BTS and K-pop studies, and a new, global perspective on the

discourses of participatory fandom, online culture, and transmedia within popular music.
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